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ABSTRACT
The main aim of this research has been to explore the linguistic representation of
femininity and female experience in Olga Masters’ stories. Specifically this research
examines character depiction through Masters’ choices of transitivity patterns and
lexical elements in her stories. The research relates this linguistic representation of
femininity to the socio-political view demonstrated in her writing, in opposition to
the common view that Masters merely uses a ‘plain’ style of writing to create
‘simple’ stories about ‘humble’ people.
The chosen methodology has been a close textual analysis of Olga Masters’
representation of 1930s Australian femininity in selected pieces of her writing, with
the aim of exploring what such a method adds to our understanding of Masters’
approach, topical focus, and significance as a writer.
Using the systemic functional linguistic theory of M.A.K. Halliday and his
associates, particularly in relation to transitivity and lexical choice, I have
investigated eight of Masters’ stories. These stories come from her short story
collections The Home Girls and A Long Time Dying, and her novel Amy’s Children.
The stories selected are “The Little Chest”, “The Done Thing”, “The Snake and Bad
Tom”, “A Soft and Simple Woman”, “The Lang Women”, Amy’s Children, “A Dog
that Squeaked” and “The Teacher’s Wife”. Together with lexical analysis, the
analysis deals generally with Process types, Participants, and Circumstances
throughout these selected texts.
These eight stories are examined as matched pairs, producing four chapters that
address the themes of femininity and domesticity, motherhood, sexual desires, and
feminine rebellion. The lexical and grammatical representation of eight female
protagonists found within the selected stories is analysed, looking at their actions and
behaviour in comparison to what is likely to have been expected of women in the
period in which the stories are set. These chapters focus on the transitivity data which
was combined with lexical analysis in order to understand how Masters uses
linguistic elements to portray the women characters in her stories and how Masters’
attitudes to gender roles are conveyed.
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This linguistic investigation reveals that Masters is not an ‘ordinary writer’ of
‘ordinary stories’ about ‘ordinary people’ but rather, an accomplished writer whose
fictional craft is used to get the feeling of actual life across while raising important
questions about feminine identity and its possibilities. She treats the subjects of her
stories with a voice of warmth, compassion, and painful sympathy. She has a keen
eye for detail and her realisation of place and time are precise. Masters’ stories can
be described as having a feminist articulation, and Masters herself can be described
as a feminist in her own way.
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INTRODUCTION
One of the things people always ask when they find out I have been doing this
research is “why Olga Masters?”. In a broad sense, my research is about a search to
understand Australian Literature, particularly women’s writing. But among
Australian female writers, Olga Masters initially drew my interest because of her
writing style. Masters is known as an author who has an “ordinary” style - an
ordinariness that has largely been understood as a desire to write truthfully (Jones
“Writable Realism” 70). Her stories are not about unusual or heroic figures but about
“ordinary” people, something which makes her writing interesting and different to
many other 20th Century writers, as Tricia Dearden claims in a review of Masters’
“The Rose Fancier” entitled “Inspired Pictures of Ordinary People” (Dearden 11),
although there are also other female Australian writers from Masters’ era who also
focus on such ordinary characters, such as Elizabeth Jolley. Second, Masters is
fascinated by the study of human life and most of her writing focuses on the
ordinariness of daily experiences, especially those of women, with most of her
fiction set in 1930s rural Australia. As will be discussed, Masters herself claims that
her stories are about “home girls” and their families, and describes her own work as
writing “about ordinary people all the time” (“Interview” 218), but I will argue that
she usually uses such domestic details to point the reader’s attention to larger
national issues, such as the role of women in society, inequality, and community
relationships. Third, aided by her effort and determination, Olga Masters sets a good
example of what can be achieved late in life. She is a writer of skilful observation
and craft – one who brings us a female view of bush life, tight-knit families, and the
humble lives of girls and women.
There are very few comprehensive and scholarly discussions of Masters’ writing and
its contribution to Australian literature, so a fourth motivation for this study is that
Masters’ work has been under-investigated or overlooked, most especially in terms
of academic engagement. In response to this gap, it is the primary purpose of this
research to produce a study of Masters that recognizes the value of her contribution.
It is appropriate then that this first full-length study of Masters’ fiction should
unpack her writing techniques and ideologies. In this way, the present thesis is an
10

attempt to revisit and contribute modestly to a revitalisation of her work, both in the
academy and more widely. Finally, Masters spent most of her life in New South
Wales and much of it in the Illawarra, so it seems the right time and place to study
her work here at the University of Wollongong.
The title of this thesis “The Home Girls in Olga Masters’ Fiction” refers to a
statement made by Olga Masters during a 1985 interview in which she claimed that
every story in her first book The Home Girls in some way “involves a home girl”,
and “because we are all home girls at heart”. Typically, Masters tells stories of rural
Australian women from various walks of life struggling against environmental,
social and personal oppression. They are predominantly housewives, single mothers,
and farmers’ wives, and the girls of these rural families. Their daily lives are not
necessarily inspirational. They live in small rural towns, defined by community and
family ties. They are stifled by the poverty and hardship of the Depression, though
they clothe, feed and educate their children the best they can.
This focus on the quotidian is something that Masters explicitly claims for her work,
commenting, for example, in an interview that “[she] writes about ordinary people
all the time really” and her characters are “very simple and ordinary, rather than, say,
wealthy or exciting” (“Interview” 218). Masters suggests that her characters,
particularly female ones, are the most ordinary characters, living prosaic lives.
However, I argue that Masters’ characters challenge the limitations of such apparent
ordinariness, by subtly - and sometimes more blatantly - challenging the social
constraints they experience. These characters remind the reader that there is really no
such thing as an ordinary life: as James Wieland states, “the complexity of being
human is at the centre of her [Masters’] realism” (viii).
In her fiction, Masters does not directly name the social problems that accompany
traditional feminine roles and values in a community, or directly discuss them in an
expository way, but her work invariably represents families and communities in
which the existence of social inequality and gender discrimination is apparent. As I
will argue, Masters uses a range of motifs and devices to draw the reader’s attention
to such inequality and what it means for the women, children, and men in such
communities. She explores the tensions and relationships that challenge members of
11

families and communities, and serve as points of attachment and detachment. Her
female characters are often family-oriented whereas some of her male characters, for
example the father in “The Snake and Bad Tom”, are depicted as brutal patriarchal
tyrants, although even such brutal characters can be written with a sense of sympathy
for what might have shaped such brutality. Having grown up in a small rural town
during the Depression, it is likely that Masters had an acute sense of the pressure of
poverty and injustice which can squeeze people badly, and she talks about its
negative impacts on what she calls “a dull little corner of the world” (“Interview”
222).
Female characters in Masters’ fiction often try their best to maintain their social
identities. Masters creates female protagonists who, in struggling against social
injustice and patriarchal practice, confront their own ingrained sense of inferiority
and insignificance. While her female characters are often poor and inferior, they are
not uncomplicatedly represented as such. Amy in Amy’s Children, for example, who
is trapped with her own family of three children and an irresponsible husband, does
not passively accept the world but rather shapes it to her needs. The same description
could apply to Marie Carroll in “The Teacher’s Wife” who fights against gender
discrimination when she tries to persuade her husband to nominate her to the
Cobargo Agricultural and Horticultural Committee. I share the view of Susan
McKernan who observes that Masters’ stories are interested in the way “people resist
being ordinary in spite of their ordinary circumstances” (“The Resilient” 18).
According to Masters, the themes that occupy her work are themes of rural
Australian life, of environmental issues, parent-child relationships, and women’s
roles. Masters suggests that these are all issues that keep turning up in her work
because they are an inevitable part of this life. Part of the work of this thesis,
however, is to explore whether these themes are used to serve the purpose of simply
illustrating and reinforcing the value of traditional feminine virtues such as
domesticity, submissiveness, and sacrifice. A related question is whether Masters is
herself asking questions about what is inevitable, feasible, and desirable in the
structuring of domestic and public roles, especially for women, especially since
Masters’ stories typically traces connections between female characters’ social roles
and their sense of fulfilment. The thesis will argue that through familiar female
12

voices, Masters’ women as a group struggle with and against the prevailing social
hierarchies, fighting to achieve justice and a personal sense of belonging in their
families and communities. Some even attempt to change ways of approaching longstanding problems through decisive shifts in behaviour.
Although I claim Masters is exploring and contesting traditional feminine roles and
values, not merely celebrating them, it is also clear that Masters is not an overt, selfavowed feminist like many of her literary contemporaries. However, I argue that
there is a kind of feminist awareness present throughout her writing, in the sense that
the effects of social restrictions and patriarchal forces on silenced, suffering, and
sacrificed women is a recurring theme in her writing. It appears then that Masters’
critique employs two perhaps contradictory views on the nature of femininity: the
first values women’s roles as domestic, dependent and self-sacrificing; the second
portrays their ability to function, relate, influence, protest, and subvert their own self
and agency.
Terms such as ‘female, ‘feminine’ and ‘feminist’ are interrelated concepts which of
course have a long and contested history across several disciplines and, while it will
not be the focus of the thesis to extend that debate, issues involved in exploring the
representation of female experience will be taken up in Chapter 1, especially Section
1.3. The following chapters will elaborate on Masters’ engagement with these issues
by way of close textual analysis of their representation in her fiction.
The present thesis is an opportunity to explore in some detail how Masters deploys
subtle linguistic patterning to set up this recurring counterpoint regarding how
women’s roles might be understood, and reconsider what this apparent contradiction
between valuing and challenging traditional female roles can tell us about the
broader significance of Masters’ work.
To appreciate Masters’ complex depiction of the feminine in her fiction, it is
important to note that Masters grew up among one set of values in rural Australia;
experienced or witnessed others in wartime Sydney; embodied and struggled with
conflicting values as a wife, mother, and journalist; and finally published and
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achieved literary success with a complex cross-generational readership, including
feminists.
An important feature which relates directly to how Masters reconciles traditional and
feminist views on women’s roles is the fact that most of Masters’ fiction was written
and published in the 1980s, but set some 50 years earlier in the 1930s. 1930s
Australia was a culture that was still imbued with a longstanding and powerful
notion of femininity in which marriage, motherhood and the creation of a home were
assumed to constitute women’s proper role, although it was also a period of some
change. As a result of the Depression, for example, the 1930s saw an increase in
women’s participation in the labour force, but for most women of this period, work
“was still low-paid and undertaken to assist the family exchequer rather than for its
own sake” (Jane Lewis 208).
Since literature is always part of the social context that it also helps to shape,
literature written by female writers (and largely read by female readers) can be
particularly interesting to explore for its depiction of the ways women lived, and of
their concerns and priorities. This in turn raises questions about what Masters is able
to achieve, across her body of work, by setting so many stories about fifty years
before the time they were written. A persistent concern of the thesis is thus how
Masters’ retrospective approach negotiates a fine line between depicting women of
1930s Australia as ‘role models’, and criticising gender politics of the time.
The overall objective of this research is therefore to examine how Masters represents
and explores ideologies of femininity in her fiction, with particular reference to
stories set in the 1930s. Since text analytic methods featuring transitivity analysis
have been used productively to explore the construal of autonomy, agency, gender
relations, and similar themes in literary works (Michael Halliday on the work of
Golding and Priestley; Deidre Burton on the work of Plath; Ruqaiya Hasan on the
work of Les Murray, to name just three prominent examples), a more specific aim of
this thesis is to interpret the construction of feminine traits and roles by looking
through the prism of transitivity patterns and lexical choices in Masters’ texts.
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By so doing, the research draws out in some detail how the textual resources Masters
uses to depict female characters appear to both reflect and contest the expected
behaviour of women in the 1930s. The research will survey the textual construction
of a range of female characters, considering the extent to which they submit to male
control and accept their assigned domestic roles without argument, on the one hand,
and on the other, the extent to which they subvert social constraints and male
domination, following their own convictions and trying to gain control over their
own lives. Through this analysis, the research also attempts to interpret Masters’
attitudes towards femininity and female roles in society.
My research material consists of extracts from the short works by Olga Masters: The
Home Girls (1982), A Long Time Dying (1985), and chapters form her novel Amy’s
Children (1987). The inclusion of these stories and chapters does not mean that they
are unique, and that nowhere else in Masters’ other pieces of writing can the themes
discussed here be found. After familiarizing myself with most of Olga Masters’
production, I have chosen these materials for my study because it is in these texts
that female images play important roles and the issue of femininity is presented in
the most complex manner. The complexity consists of the fact that feminine values
are variously represented, and because the narratives vary in their descriptions and
discussions of time, place, age, and class. I also include some of Masters’ other work
at points where I feel it can make a contribution to my analysis. Since the stories and
chapters selected for this study have past settings, particularly the historical situation
of the 1930s Depression, social issues of the Depression era will also be taken into
account in my analysis.
My methodology for studying Masters’ work is multi-faceted and organised around
the tropes Masters employs to represent the construction of femininity. The critical
framework for my thesis is rooted in the interchange between literature and
linguistics, or what is often known as ‘stylistics’ (Leech, Turner, Carter, Weber). My
version of this mixed methodology involves a combination of transitivity analysis
from systemic functional linguistics (Halliday, Hasan, Eggins, Thompson) and
critical discourse analysis (Fairclough, Widdowson, Fowler). There are two major
considerations in claiming that a critical linguistic approach to this literary study
might be useful. First, I argue that the nuances of grammar that shape a writer’s
15

linguistic performance encode significant markers of the ideological positions the
writer takes, along with the more general sense of his or her writing style. Second,
given existing applications of systemic functional linguistics to literary studies,
notably those of Halliday, Hasan, Burton, and Montgomery, it should be fruitful to
apply these approaches to an examination of literary texts by Masters.
Using this multi-faceted method, the thesis aims to bring greater transparency to the
analytical process of reading texts, enabling a detailed and systematic account of
how Masters constructs texts and ideologies relating to Australian femininity.
The thesis will be divided into two main parts: The first part will review the critical
literature on Masters, give relevant biographical details, and outline the theoretical
background for the study from the point of view of literary studies; the second part
will present a linguistic analysis of selected works of Masters’ fiction. The
representation of eight of the female protagonists found within Masters’ selected
stories and chapters will be analysed, looking at their actions and behaviour in
comparison to what is likely to have been expected of women in similar situations in
Masters’ time. Below I give an overview of each chapter.
Chapter One, “Olga Masters: Literary Biography, Reviews, and Criticism”, starts
with a general introduction to Olga Masters, the historical and cultural contexts in
which she lived, her work, and the critical reception of her writing.
Chapter Two, “Research Methodology”, describes the procedures of data collection
and also outlines the process of investigating the data quantitatively and
qualitatively. It explains the choice of the clause as the unit for analysis and
illustrates the methods used with examples drawn from the research materials.
Chapter Three, “Text Analysis - Theory and Literary Applications”, explains why
systemic functional linguistics has been chosen as the theoretical framework for the
text analytic component of the research. It provides a background for this study by
placing it in discourse analysis generally, and more specifically in linguistic analysis
using the concepts of transitivity and lexical sets. The chapter then overviews
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previous linguistic studies of literary texts as evidence that the combination of
linguistics and literary studies can bring fruitful results.
Chapter Four, “Femininity and Domestic Activities”, begins with a linguistic
analysis of Masters’ short stories “The Little Chest” in A Long Time Dying (1985)
and “The Done Thing” in The Home Girls (1982). These two texts are shown to
characterize one of the traditional feminine values: domesticity. With regard to “The
Little Chest”, I discuss the devotion and passion of Mrs Schaefer for keeping the
house clean as a “particular housekeeper”; while in “The Done Thing”, Louisa is
depicted as an especially good cook. The literary and linguistic analyses suggest that
Masters is concerned with presenting two women who orient themselves to
fulfilment via excellence in the domestic arts. I argue that in these two women, on
the one hand, Masters appreciates these traditional feminine values and on the other
hand, she challenges them, suggesting that they may endanger women’s selfhood
and independence.
Chapter Five, “Femininity and Sacrificing Motherhood”, investigates another story
from The Home Girls - “The Snake and Bad Tom”, and “A Soft and Simple
Woman” from A Long Time Dying, to see how Masters represents ideologies
surrounding women’s submission as wives and peace-keeping as mothers. The
examination of transitivity patterns and lexical choices in these stories demonstrates
that both stories carry a strong representation of mothers as child carers who love
their children and try to protect them from their fathers’ rages. However, the two
central characters in these stories perform their love and protection for their children
differently and it is interesting to consider what can be drawn from this contrast. The
analysis also indicates Masters’ sympathy for and appreciation of women’s suffering
and sacrifices.
Chapter Six, “Femininity and Female Sexual Desires”, extends the analysis to “The
Lang Women” from The Home Girls and the chapters of the novel Amy’s Children
(1987). The linguistic analysis of this story and the novel chapters clarifies Masters’
representation of femininity in her attitudes towards sexual desires and needs.
Masters is not only concerned with the familial roles and duties of women as wives
and mothers, but is also interested in the relationships between men and women and
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the attitudes towards female sexuality. Masters’ lexical and grammatical choices
demonstrate that she writes about aspects of sexuality in a way which challenges a
traditional perception of sex/sexuality as something distasteful or immoral when out
of wedlock. Taking a more descriptive approach Masters appears to represent
sexuality as something women might exploit to gain agency and dominance in
human interrelations, or just as something for their own enjoyment.
Chapter Seven, “Femininity and Feminine Rebellion”, is dedicated to the analysis of
femininity in the form of rebellion, which is apparent in “A Dog That Squeaked”
from The Home Girls and “The Teacher’s Wife” from A Long Time Dying. The
purpose of this chapter is to analyse how Masters’ female protagonists do not always
submit to patriarchal rules. The chapter reveals how Masters constructs characters
who sometimes subvert traditional social conventions, fighting to gain control over
their own lives. The linguistic and literary analysis suggest that in these stories
Masters demonstrates her disapproval of gender discrimination and asserts
essentially feminist views on women’s social and familial roles.
Chapter Eight, “Concluding Discussion”, draws together the findings from each of
these substantive chapters and examines their implications for our understanding of
Masters’ craft and concerns. It argues that the apparent “ordinariness” of Masters’
prose is a considerable stylistic achievement, that her focus on “ordinariness” and
“ordinary people” allows her to develop a nuanced social critique of family life, and
that her representation of many different “home girls”, when taken together can be
seen as an account of contemporary female issues that debates the limits and
possibilities of social change.
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1 OLGA MASTERS: LITERARY BIOGRAPHY, REVIEWS, CRITICISM
The aim of this chapter is to provide a general introduction to Olga Masters’ life and
writing career (Section 1.1), critical reception of her writing (Section 1.2), and
themes developed throughout her fiction (Section 1.3). It also explores the historical
and cultural contexts in which she lived, focusing on the socio-economic crisis of the
Depression in Australia and the extent to which the crisis shaped the writing of
Australian women writers (Section 1.4 and 1.5). Overall, this chapter considers how
Masters’ writing, as a form for self–expression, can be understood as translating and
articulating her points of view on social issues, particularly those relating to women.
It also offers arguments in relation to how Masters can be understood as a female
author, how her authorship is feminist, and how she expresses female experience.
1.1

Olga Masters: a journalist and an author

Olga Masters is known amongst scholars not simply for her contribution to the
canon of Australian literature or as a public intellectual who offered critiques of
Australian society and femininity, but also as a woman who wrote her first book at
the age of 57. This unusual circumstance raises a number of questions about the
relationship between her ‘life experience’ and her earlier work as a journalist, and
how each of these might be formative of her literary approach and concerns. While it
is beyond the scope of this thesis to focus on these issues in detail, it is important to
present a brief literary biography of Olga Masters with some relevant background
information on her life. Where necessary, additional biographical material also
appears in the body of the thesis.
Masters’ origins and early years
Masters was born Olga Lawler in 1919 at Pambula, New South Wales, daughter of
Leo and Dorcas Lawler. Masters grew up in Pambula during the 1930s Depression,
and spent time in small and large rural communities in New South Wales. As the
second of eight children, Olga was expected to take on caring and nurturing
responsibilities for her siblings. Thus, she left school early to help at home, but also
took on a cadetship with the Cobargo Chronicle in 1935. Describing Olga’s happy
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and satisfying feelings when she was accepted by the Cobargo Chronicle, Julie
Lewis wrote: “From the moment she [Olga] set foot in that newspaper office, Olga
was bewitched. The smell of printer’s ink, the clatter of the presses, the rush to get
the paper ready for printing - it was something she knew was in her blood and she
was happier than she had been for a long, long time” (27). Readers can find similar
fictional images in a number of Masters’ writings. She wrote about the first-day-atwork feelings and the typing experience of the character of Amy: “A job, a job, I’ve
got a job, she wanted to cry out”, and then when asked to type a shirt label, “… she
[Amy] rolled the paper into the machine, smoothed it out with a loving hand and
poised her fingers over the keys with great confidence” (Amy’s Children 34, 36). In
1937 Masters moved to Sydney, where she worked as a shorthand typist and
copywriter in radio advertising. In 1940 she married a schoolteacher, Charles
Masters, and her life for the next twenty years was a series of moves from town to
town in New South Wales while raising her seven children.
Masters - the ‘working mother’
Appearing in Julie Lewis’s biography as a dark-haired, husky-voiced woman, often
in a cardigan, Masters is depicted as having raised seven children, had a career in
journalism, and then turned to fiction with immediate success. The good thing is that
she could fulfil her writing ambitions without sacrificing her desires to have a family
and be a stellar mother (Ellis 59).
With a large household to run, and working as a journalist, Masters never seemed
impatient with her role as mother and housewife. She loved being a mother and she
loved her writing job. Chris Masters once indicated in an interview that Masters saw
mothering as a creative endeavour. To her, home life, cooking, and her children were
pivotally important. When asked why she took up writing so late in life (in her late
50s), she often replied “I did put it off for a long time – but I had a family of seven
children and I was pretty busy”, then remarking that her children were her poems
and her short stories. (qtd. in Nicholson 88).
That she claimed her children were her finest books, saying “[her] children are [her]
poems. They are [her] short stories” (Ellis 60), is a noble statement and a measure of
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the full human being and the full woman she tried to be. For all her life, from her
eldest son’s birth to her youngest son’s departure, she looked after and guided them.
One of Masters’ wonderful characteristics is that she always made each of her
children feel special: chatting with her daughters, helping her son Roy with school
composition, and giving spiritual and emotional support to them all (Coleman, Ellis).
My impression is that in many cases her mind was engaged with bringing up her
children and she looked upon them as her books. She once confessed “I followed the
children more than they followed me. I would be serving the tea and scones and
feeling the occasion” (qtd. in Blackwell 20).
Masters’ image as a working mother can be seen in her son Chris Masters’ claim that
she actually got many good ideas for writing when being in the kitchen, baking a
cake. He recalled “she would shake off the flour, and wash her hands, and race back
to the typewriter. Or write something down, or scribble these notes. Sometimes it
would say “Buy pork chops” or sometimes it would say “Change chapter six” ”
(Interview with the researcher in 2014). Normally she started writing early in the
morning, at about 4 am, also “working, ringing one of her sisters, making a cheese
cake or casserole...” (qtd. in Dewsbury 8). Masters stated that for her writing was
hard but at the same time very interesting. She likened writing to gardening or
creating something out of embroidery (Davidson 36).
Perhaps Masters’ proudest achievements were her children. And the children all
believe they have benefited from their parents’ early education, the respect for truth,
the value of hard work. Interestingly, they all have followed Masters into media in
one way or another. Certainly, it is evident that Masters’ marriage, family, home,
and her writing filled her life. Through her mothering and writing, she found
contentment.
From journalism to fiction writing
Masters resumed her career as a journalist in 1955 when her youngest child was
fourteen, and by the mid 60’s her journalistic work had recommenced in earnest. She
wrote for the St George and Southerland Shire Leader (1966-1969), the LiverpoolFairfield Champion (1968-1971), the Land (1969-1971), the Manly Daily (197121

1977, then 1979-1983), and the Sydney Morning Herald (1984-1986). As Masters’
newspaper column dealt mainly with personal anecdotes and reflections on
everything from the details of farming life to issues on politics, there is an
opportunity to glean Masters’ connection to the social forces of her period, as well as
to track her development as a writer.
There are many factors that can inspire a person to write: including for amusement,
for financial support, or as a passion; and Olga Masters was no exception but above
all it was her strong ambition to write. Although she came to journalism early, at the
age of fifteen, Masters turned to writing fiction late in life when, according to Julie
Lewis (82), her children were “off her hands” and she was enabled to do something
“for herself”. Masters took up fiction writing first as a way to add more challenges to
a life with seven active children in a small country town, and sometimes as an effort
to keep her head above water financially and psychologically. In fact she lived with
the dream of writing fiction from an early age and all through her life. She
mentioned, “I get nervous if I don’t have a piece of paper in the machine with words
on it” (“Interview” 218).
Masters, who claims to have started writing fiction in her 50s, had her first collection
of stories, The Home Girls, published in 1982 (a book which won a National Book
Council award in 1983) and her first highly commended novel, Loving Daughters, in
1984, both attracting commendations. She went on to publish another volume of
short stories, A Long Time Dying in 1985. One novel, Amy’s Children and another
short story collection, The Rose Fancier, were published respectively in 1987 and
1988 after Masters’ death. Masters’ total published literary output comprises three
collections of short stories, two novels and a play The Working Man’s Castle
(1988)1. A second play A Clay Family was recently given a public reading at the
Olga Masters’ ‘Coming Home’ festival in Cobargo, 2014.
Techniques that Masters developed in journalism were arguably later deployed in her
fiction writing. She believed that working as a journalist – casual, part time, or full
1

This play received a reading at the Australian National Playwrights' Conference in 1980, and was
then revised by the author. The revised version was first produced by Chris Williams and Theatre
South at the Bridge Theatre, Wollongong, 9 July 1988 in conjunction with the New Literatures
Research Centre's Olga Masters Memorial Conference.
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time – brought her lots of practical experience for writing fiction, and that her love
and her careful observation of life made her never at a loss for material for stories
(“Interview” 217). When asked in an interview with Jennifer Ellison about whether
journalism helped or hindered her fiction writing, Masters stressed that journalism
was “a great help, not a hindrance at all” (“Interview” 218). She further added that
with fiction writing she did not find she had to change her style very much
(“Interview” 218). Recalling this legacy when she was established as a fiction writer,
Masters said “[her] journalism was [her] apprenticeship” and that this apprenticeship
was a good grounding (qtd. in Julie Lewis 79).
As well as being a journalist, Masters had some success as a playwright, a profession
which gave her an amazing insight into people (qtd. in Cohen 23). Though her
period working with dramas was brief, it was undoubtedly important to her later
writing career because it marked her formative steps into the field and was to feed
directly into her later career as a creative writer. I would argue that Masters’ work
was a continuing evolution, developing from youthful journalism and playwriting to
mature fiction.
Although it would be interesting to compare the themes and textual patterning across
all Masters’ genres of public writing, this thesis focuses only on her long and short
form fiction. It would be beyond the scope of a doctoral thesis to attempt such a
comparison, using the kind of text-analytic methods employed here.
Masters – a master of details
Commenting on the detailed observation in Masters’ writing, Deirdre Coleman
claims that Masters was often obliged to get a good story out of fragments (xvii).
Masters corroborates this, remarking: “ ...you’d go out for a story and it wouldn’t be
much of a story, but you’d make it into a story. The lesson there was that there is
more in life, more in situations, than meets the eye. The deeper you dig, the more
you find” (“Interview” 218). Supporting his mother’s ability to collect details for
stories, Chris Masters even stated that “[her] going to the butcher-shop or the
newsagent was not just a matter of getting meat or the papers; it was a matter of
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getting some little insight into someone else’s life” (105). He also expressed his
belief in the power of journalism that trained her very well for fiction writing.
Echoing

Coleman’s

view,

Geordie

Williamson

considers

Masters’

long

apprenticeship in journalism as a “collective lesson” for her fiction, which enabled
her to draw narrative elements out of frugal story elements (127). On this point, my
own view is that Masters’ stories not only present ‘snapshots’ of life by noting down
what she observed and experienced, but that they are much more than that: her
stories point towards a positive way to deal with our frequently tragic human
condition. Masters herself claimed that other writers were missing a lot when they
overlooked the small, daily things which, in her opinion, were very essential to
people and in particular women’s situations. She added that these ‘smaller things’
could make a life, and be powerful enough to turn the ordinariness into something
very magical (qtd. in Julie Lewis 80). Undoubtedly, Masters possessed a fine eye for
domestic details. Together with her gift for precise and lively description, her eye for
detail enlightens the reader about the importance of such domestic matters. I argue
that for Masters, every detail was of enormous importance and that it was through
the ‘small’ things that she drew her readers’ attention to big themes. Take the
following paragraph from “The Little Chest” as an example:
Mrs Schaefer … would often, …, fill a large dish with hot soapy water and
wash every piece of good china and glass she possessed, although none of it
had been used since its last washing… she took everything out and removed
the three long drawers and two smaller ones at the top, and polished each
individually, with particular attention to the wooden knobs, using a cloth
stretched between her hands to give them such a lustre…. (30)
This detailed description reveals Mrs Schaefer’s obsession with cleanliness to the
extent that she is happy to spend money on sandsoap and washing tablets rather than
on food like butter or sugar. She keeps everything particularly clean, sparkling and
shining. Mrs Schaefer adores all the furniture and shows her pride in it. As we can
see in Chapter 4, as a careful observer here again Masters purposefully describes
Mrs Schaefer and her activities in great detail as a way of leading the reader to a
deeper understanding of the character.
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To sum up, being a widely-admired participant at writers’ festivals and other literary
occasions, Masters received three grants from the Literature Board and was an
inspirational writer, highly esteemed by students and scholars of Australian
literature. Of her writing, Masters said, “no one can teach you how to write, but if
you know to learn, you can tackle anything. You strive to make every word matter,
and sit there agonising until you find the right one” (Hobart Mercury 4 October
1986). However, in the midst of a flourishing writing career, she died of a brain
tumour in 1986, to the sorrow of thousands of people, both readers of her books, her
friends, and her family. The death of Olga Masters took from Australian literature a
writer who had much potential, some of which was realised, but who in the end had
too little time to write.
1.2

Research and criticism on Olga Masters

There is a small body of literary criticism and other secondary literature on Olga
Masters, mostly published in the 1980s and early 1990s. This work comprises one
full length biography (Julie Lewis), one edited collection of her journalism
(Coleman), one edited collection of essays on her fiction (McGaw and Sharrad), and
a number of additional essays, and shorter literary biographies and memoirs, many
written by prominent scholars, and variously located in collections, encyclopaedias,
and/or literary journals and magazines. These include pieces on Masters alone (e.g.
Jones, Williamson) and pieces that include Masters as an example of current writers
at the time (e.g. Webby, Gilbert, Bird). In addition, there are a number of
commentaries not directly targeted at academic audiences, such as book reviews in
several local papers (e.g. England, McInerney, Matthews). There has been no booklength treatment of Masters’ fiction to-date.
Biography and journalism collection
Before discussing the small body of academic literary criticism of Masters’ fiction it
will be helpful to summarize other modes, namely biography (Lewis) and an edited
collection of journalism (Coleman), that focus on Olga Masters. These works discuss
Masters’ themes and approaches, and contribute to the critical appreciation of her
writing and to the public sense of her place Australian literature.
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Five years after Masters’ death, Julie Lewis published her biography of Olga
Masters, Olga Masters - A Lot of Living. Lewis’s award-winning work provides a
useful overview and lots of details about the connection between Masters’ private
life and publishing activities. The biography provides a vivid portrait of Masters as a
writer, but also as a mother and wife, which has proved invaluable in my quest to
understand and provide contexts for her writing. The title A Lot of Living and the
cover image of Masters sitting at the kitchen table with a typewriter, tablecloth and
roses suggest her hard work and her devotion to both household duties and her
writing ambitions.
In this biography, Lewis presents Olga Masters as a strong country mother of seven
children, who always found pride and satisfaction in motherhood, although it was
sometimes exhausting (48). The biography also confirms that her family and her
children gave her emotional experience and knowledge that would allow her to
develop her ideas into stories. Lewis noted in the biography that Masters also
received endless support and encouragement from her husband Charles, writing
“Charles was intelligent and well read, and they shared the same interests” (49).
Indeed, Charles helped proofread her drafts. In spite of many financial issues,
deteriorating health, and the children’s problems, the Masters worked hand in hand
to overcome all these difficulties.
Commenting on Masters’ journalism, Coleman, in Olga Masters: Reporting Home,
describes Masters as a typical journalist who tries her best to reflect her own busy
life as well as to record the “beat of ordinary life in rural Australia” with her rich
imagination (xiii-xxxii). Coleman’s Reporting Home is a collection of Masters’
journalistic articles, mostly from the 1970s and 1980s. Many of these pieces which
first appeared in “Style” columns in the Sydney Morning Herald helped to create a
readership for Masters’ work. According to Katherine Cummings, one of the
differences between Masters’ fiction and her newspaper work lies in her ironic
attitude towards life: her fiction often depicts a dull Australia driven by the poverty
and hardship of the Depression while in her lightweight articles a humorous
atmosphere can often be found. An entertaining account of a rugby league match, the
“My Boy Roy” series is an example. It is written with gentle humour that shows
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Masters’ love and support of her children. In this collection, Coleman also points to
Masters’ spare, direct style as one legacy of her journalistic career.
Although Masters’ first work was published in 1982, just four years before her
death, she achieved both scholarly acclaim and broad popular appeal. In addition to
articles and interviews, reviews of Masters’ fiction appeared in national newspapers
including the National Times, the Courier-Mail, the Weekend Australian; magazines
and journals including the Australian Book Review, the Book Magazine, the
Fremantle Arts Review, the Antipodes, and the Australian Literary Studies, to name
only a few.
A critical consensus on Masters and “ordinary style”
In reviewing Masters’ fiction, most commentators claim that she is a natural and
realist storyteller (Blackwell, Wallace, Dutton, Goldsworthy). The incidents in
Masters’ stories are considered fresh and the landscapes faithful. Reviews typically
track how Masters writes about bush families, sleepy little villages, isolated children,
ordinary people, the poor and the simple including “men, women, and children –
what they do, why they do it and what they say” (Wallace 78). In speaking of
Masters’ The Home Girls, Murray White states that her stories often concern “real
people in real situations” which are combined with her skill and significant imagery
to produce unexpected plot outcomes. Geoffrey Dutton has argued that Masters’
Loving Daughters is the result of her observing people and storing up the knowledge
of social happenings for many years and that it is the realities of life that make the
book a great novel of authority and subtlety (98). This point suggests that, in
Masters’ stories, the reader is given the life of a township in which all the small,
homely things and domestic activities are closely detailed to the point of becoming
very significant. I argue that Masters writes as if she is a casual but skilled observer
of all that is happening, giving depth to every character mentioned. In different
literary works, Masters selectively adopts principles of ordinariness that make her
works regional, communitarian, domestic, feminist, and liberal.
The topic of ‘ordinary style’ is also taken up in the collection of critical essays Olga
Masters: An Autumn Crocus in which most of the contributors argue that for Masters
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the ‘ordinary’ is a source of amazement to the reader. They try to answer the
question of how this seemingly ordinary woman came to produce such extraordinary
work by suggesting that under the surface of this ordinariness is a critique of larger
social issues such as family relationships, gender inequality, and social
discrimination. These scholars seek to identify the conditions and qualities which led
the mature Masters to the writing career that made her popular.
For instance, in “Flies in the Milk”, Dorothy Jones claims that Masters, in her
fiction, “was engaged in the type of retrieval and precise description of domestic
life” (2). Masters usually represents herself as a writer of domesticity who evokes
objects with lots of little details. Jones acknowledges that writers in other countries
have depicted domestic life in the same kind of detail as Masters, but that the
domestic world portrayed by Masters is a distinctively Australian one. Her fiction
brings an understanding of the nature of Australian life past and present (Jones
“Flies in the Milk” 2). In a similar vein, Tricia Dearden notes that “all of them
[Masters’ stories] are about ordinary people and real life as it was or is lived in
Australia... ”. Bruce Bennett compares the style of Masters with that of Elizabeth
Jolley and concludes that apart from their common views on social issues, they also
share a comic spirit in the sense that they have positive attitudes towards life and
society, saying “their short stories and novels contain tragic incidents sometimes
quite dark and sinister undercurrent, but the narrative voice and the spirit which
infuse these writings give them the buoyancy of comedy” (87).
More than other commentators, Jones explicitly discusses the relationship between
the ‘ordinariness’ of Masters’ characters and settings, and stylistic features of her
writing. She explains Masters’ being ‘ordinary’ or ‘the plainness of language’ as
“writing with a truth which comes straight from the heart” (“Writable Realism” 70).
In talking about the “plainness” of Masters’ language in this way, Jones might
appear to be suggesting that there is no particular strategy in Masters’ ‘ordinary
language’, just an intuitively easy style. But another interpretation, which perhaps
Jones is presenting, is that Masters is seeking to write in a manner that corresponds
to the way ordinary people would express themselves. Through the use of this very
plain style, Masters also manages to convey a very direct emotional contact with the
reader and to convince us of the truth of what she is saying.
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In short, speaking about Masters’ “ordinary style”, both critics and Olga Masters
herself claim that it is one of her signatures or achievements in her creative career.
The next paragraphs will focus on the reviews on her fiction writing and works.
Critiques of Masters’ fiction
I now turn to the small body of literary criticism on Olga Masters’ fiction: that is,
work by established academics in English literary studies, published in academic
journals, collections of critical essays, or other fora directed at academics who teach
and research in literary studies.
Though there is a body of critical articles and reviews on Masters’ writing, there is
little scholarly work dedicated to exploring her fiction in depth. There exist a few
essays on Masters’ works in journals including the Span, the Australian Literary
Studies, and the Scarp. Chief among these are the publications of Dorothy Jones who
has produced a dozen or so essays about Masters, her work, and the people close to
her.
Jones’ paper “Drama’s Vitallest Expression: the Fiction of Olga Masters” focuses on
the pressures, tensions, and hardship of Australian rural life of the 1930s as depicted
in Masters’ writing. The opening sentences of Jones’s paper raise different questions
about the dullness mentioned in A Long Time Dying. Jones wonders whether it is a
dull place to live, or to write about, or to read about (3). She does not actually offer
the answers but Jones seems to suggest that this dullness is one of Masters’ sources
of literary inspiration. Jones’ paper also points out that economic oppression often
shapes the ways Masters’ characters behave and how their ‘personalities’ might be
shaped and changed, as Masters herself said, “always we’re governed by the
economy; our lives are structured by the economy” (“Interview” 226).
After a lot of reading and research on Masters’ fiction, Jones draws out other ways in
which Masters’ work is perhaps not as conventional as it first appears. She points out
that Masters’ work often offers an open ending which raises many possibilities
beyond the actual story itself (“Writable Realism” 75). A feeling of uncertainty
about the fates of the main characters often lingers after reading her stories. For
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example, in the case of Amy in Amy’s Children, as the book closes we do not know
what Amy’s future will be or the fate of her newly born baby; whether she will keep
in touch with Lance Yates, the father of her child; or whether she will free herself of
the ‘country girl’ label that she has struggled against during the events of the novel.
Another example Jones gives is Masters’ “On the Train”, when the mother says “I’ll
kill them”- several questions about this threat will linger: is she being provocative
towards an interfering middle-aged woman traveller, or is the remark a statement of
intent? The text is constructed by Masters not just with an eye for detail but with
skill in leaving the status of an event ambiguous in the readers’ mind.
Making the same point as Jones, Dearden states that Masters does not always tell
readers the full story but there is often just a suggestion of what might have
happened, leaving readers to work it out. This is one way in which Masters’ stories
are not like conventional fictional stories which construct their narrative in a linear
fashion. The endings of her stories are also unconventional: they are far from
providing readers with an emotionally happy resolution or closure, but rather
enigmatically and unexpectedly open up possibilities. Readers are left with a sense
that many elements remain unsettled.
The view that Masters is not a conventional writer is perhaps best summed up in an
account by Elizabeth Webby. Webby praises Masters’ The Home Girls as “a
collection with hardly any weak stories” (35) and claims that Masters’ writing is not
an experimental kind of writing but that “its virtues are the classic ones of tight
dramatic structures, strong characterization and believable dialogue” (35).
However, as the above discussion begins to suggest, there is room for debate on how
to interpret the so-called ‘plainness’ or ‘ordinariness’ of Masters’ writing, and there
are questions about the relation between her stylistic choices and her thematic
preoccupations which have not been satisfactorily addressed. This indicates the need
for a more thorough investigation of Masters’ fiction in the historical context of her
day, her generation and her chosen genres.
Based on a close study of Masters’ work, I will argue that she carefully builds up
grammatical and lexical patterns to create literary effects. These effects include the
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construction of ‘believable dialogue’ and ‘familiar, ordinary characters’, but by no
means stop there, engaging readers in reflecting on her recurring theme of the life
and roles of women, and often leaving an ambivalent and unsettling picture. At the
grammatical and lexical levels, Masters’ work appears to be consistently
meticulously organized in its semantic preoccupations with great consistency. If we
consider Masters’ work in terms of Ruqaiya Hasan’s account of ‘symbolic
articulation’, which is a productive way of relating the broader literary meaning of
works to their linguistic elements, symbols, and metaphors (see more in Section 2.3
below), it becomes apparent that Masters is in close control of her texts, providing
the reader with a nuanced view of women’s lives through her employment of
grammatical patterns and lexical choices.
A related question about Masters’ work is what this kind of analysis of her fiction
can tell us about Masters’ stance on feminism. While there is clear agreement among
critics that Masters has a topical focus on women’s lives, and many describe her as a
‘realist’ writer, her status as a feminist writer is still controversial. As outlined later
in this chapter, it is the argument of this thesis that Masters’ fiction expresses a
feminist sensibility through its recurring concern with the unequal condition of
women in society, with female sexuality, and with gender discrimination. Her central
female characters struggle against injustice and inequality within the society,
communities, and families in which they live. Through the depiction of these
struggles, Masters both shows empathy for her characters and raises questions about
the social structures that bring about such injustice, expressing her disapproval of
gender inequality and patriarchal conventions.
In this thesis, I am interested in Masters’ point of view as an author, but also in her
investigation of how female experience might construct the ‘woman’ in her
representation. At the heart of Masters’ fiction is her articulation of how women live,
how their being female affects their own lives, and how they constantly negotiate
their places within their social reality. This strengthens my claim that Masters is
conscious of herself as a female writer who seems to take up a position committed to
female viewpoints. Thus my ambition is to seek to articulate the way in which
Masters communicates gender and femininity. One way of exploring this is to
consider how the settings and themes of individual stories contribute to building a
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general stance about the position and experience of women. The following section
takes up this question.
1.3

Recurring themes in Masters’ writing

Domestic space
Among various topics that Masters touches on and develops are Australian rural and
domestic life, and in particular the representation of women and girls in those
contexts. In each of her literary works, Masters describes the domestic spaces in
which her characters reside. The level of detail Masters brings to her descriptions of
domestic spaces has been noted by her critics (Anderson, Gollan, Forshaw). Masters
is judged to have a fine eye for domestic details (Anderson 29). In her writing,
readers are shown how female characters engage themselves in the home and with
the varying practices and politics of domesticity. Masters appears to encourage
readers to empathize with her characters further and invite the readers to observe
their actions within the home – a familiar place. Masters’ descriptions of her
characters’ private spaces are amazingly precise, whether they are concise or
elaborately drawn. Take, for example, the following scene from “A Long Time
Dying”:
It being ten o’clock, Mrs Rawson, who did all the cooking, began to set a tray
for morning tea. The table was large and empty of everything else, covered
with the same brown linoleum that was on the floor. Almost everything was
dark brown, the cupboards shutting off the china and cooking utensils, a clock
in a brown wooden frame on the mantelpiece, canisters ranged on either side,
the once-gold lettering chipped away, nothing inside them true to the labels
anyway, the flour, sugar, tea, rice in larger containers in the pantry, other
groceries in smaller lots remaining in the brown paper bags filled in Fred
Rossmore’s store. (233)
The emptiness of the kitchen and the brown colour of the objects in this example
draw readers to the image of a lonely and elderly Mrs Rawson who spends nearly the
whole morning doing the cooking but there is no-one at the table waiting for her to
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serve or able to compliment her on her food. Yet, Mrs Rawson still lives this quiet
life and finds solace in attending to her favourite place – the kitchen. Masters uses
elaborate details to make the material setting of the scene as real to the reader as
possible, but perhaps more importantly, as a way of developing a nuanced
description of her characters, and their social and economic circumstances, to tell
more about their lives.
In Masters’ writing, readers often see women in the middle of their meal preparation
or doing housework. They are either “getting the cows”, “peeling potatoes”, or
“making scones” (A Long Time Dying). Hannah Arendt suggests that women use the
maintenance of a house as a way to create community and gain agency (77). In
particular, this occurs whenever a woman performs household duties for viewing.
She keeps house or pursues domestic activities not only for the private enjoyment of
her own family but for others in a community as a form of social communication.
Consider the example of Jim in “The Done Thing”. Since housekeeping practices
and styles can be read as an index of social identity, after having looked around the
kitchen which his wife spent all her time and energy organising, Jim is concerned
that the style of the kitchen will not be suitable to his friends’ taste and they may
misjudge him and his wife.
The action in most of Masters’ fiction, like that in many 20th century women’s
novels, is not extraordinary: the events occur either in the home, particularly in the
kitchen, or in the neighbourhood, like the tennis court, church, or playground. By
focusing on a detailed representation of the house, Masters can construct a concept
of domesticity where physical space becomes a function of the narrative. The home
not only means the living place in Masters’ writing but provides a basic device and
descriptive background for interpreting her characters socially and emotionally.
Readers can see conflicts arising mostly within the home, and readers are most likely
to read these novels in their own homes, encouraging them to consider their own
personal domestic dramas. As a woman writer on “home girls”, Masters is likely to
prompt readers to reflect on their own lives at home, exploring the relationship
between particular lives and what is common to the female condition.
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Rural Australia
Much of Masters’ writing is set in rural areas and as noted above, her childhood was
spent in small rural communities, giving her a sense of what she called the poetry of
those places (Julie Lewis 9-15). Masters’ stories often return to the locales and
experiences of her early life, and the relationships and inspiration gleaned from rural
people and country life. She was extremely devoted to what she called rural New
South Wales, stressing its beauty, its customs, traditions and its values. In fact, many
of her stories in A Long Time Dying open by introducing an aspect of Cobargo, a
small rural town in New South Wales, its settings, people and its atmosphere. For
example: “St Joseph’s Convent was half a mile from the post office in Cobargo,
which was considered to be the centre of the town” (“Tea with Sister Paula” 64), “No
one in Cobargo expected Millie Clarke to marry” (“Not the Marrying Kind” 83), or
“Hardly anyone lived alone in Cobargo, except for old Mrs Williams” (“A Haircut
on Saturday” 155).
Her writing generally focuses on the private lives of the characters against the
background of public life and is often explicitly or apparently set in the 1930s. In
interviews, Masters tells about being inspired by her surrounding neighbourhood,
and she agrees that living in a country town had a powerful impact on her. As a guest
on “The Coming Out Show” on ABC Radio, September 1988, she told audiences:
I grew up in the Depression … so I was caught in that web and I think the
hopelessness of that period did stay with me for a long time. [It] made an
indelible impression on me and influenced me in my writing… I’m sure I
gathered impressions of behavioural patterns from the people we knew, real
life characters, but no-one of course is drawn entirely from life. (qtd. in Julie
Lewis 2)
In support of Masters’ claim, in her article “Intrigue in the Female World”, Susan
McKernan states that the world of her [Masters’] writing is always doubly poor –
poor because of the setting in the 1930s and 40s, and poor because it is a female
world. We could of course add that they are usually poor in a third way, because
they are rural. Masters portrays the hardship and suffering of her characters,
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especially the female protagonists, with lots of empathy. In her writing, Masters
depicts female, usually rural, characters who understand their difficult situations and
are aware of the familial and social roles assigned to them. However they still want
to fight for their voice to be heard and their identity to be recognised. Masters may
sympathise with her character’s rebellions and desires to achieve their individual
aims. It could be argued that in doing this she is drawing attention to the
conventional pressures brought by society and patriarchal system.
In summary, this is to say that most of Masters’ stories are set in small country
towns, or suburbs, in the Depression or later. One important effect of the rural
setting is that her stories evoke a strong response in the reader because they are all
people stories, concerning sympathetic people in the realistic, imaginable situations.
“Food’s a story on its own”
Food and food preparation are particular important themes in Masters’ fiction. When
being interviewed by Jennifer Ellison in 1985, Masters noted that she told a lot of
stories about food or with food. She explains that “[she] loves writing about food,
because [she’s] a keen cook” and that she has strong belief that “food’s a story on its
own” (“Interview” 228). Ellison suggests that by saying this, Masters means that
cooking is not just an act of caring for others, but that preparing meal is also an act
of positioning oneself. Therefore, Masters’ implication of “food’s a story on its own”
can be seen all through her stories.
Preparing and storing food is an important part of creating a home and gathering
family together in many cultures. It also indicates the symbolic production of
socially and culturally acceptable feminine subject positions. Many social meanings,
significations and values are embedded in food - sociability, hospitality, friendship,
affection, as well as virtue. Food can be seen as a social connector or disconnector
(Moore 77-78). Masters has herself commented on the importance of food in her
books, saying that “Food had more value then because of the scarcity, the tightness
of the times, the hungry times I suppose…” (“Interview” 228).
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Through the use of particular ingredients, dishes and table manners, her female
protagonists try to indicate or reinforce their own prestige in the eyes of others. They
prepare meals for men and children to whom they are expected to extend emotional
and physical care. For example, in “The Done Thing”, when welcoming her
husband’s ex-girlfriend Annie for dinner, Louisa wonders which preserved food she
should offer - the apricots or peaches - which will be more successful. Through the
good taste of her preserves, Louisa wants to prove that she is a successful family
cook, suggesting a happy family. Louise even “began to plan a menu to serve
[Annie] when the visit was returned”. She talks to herself - “I [Louisa] will show
her” (56-57). By offering home-made preserved fruit to the guests, Louisa presents
herself as a good housewife/ cook, which is a good way to protect her marriage.
In Masters’ fiction, having meals together as a family becomes a key motif in the
construction of interpersonal relationships, especially of what is typical and what is
unexpected in domestic family relations. In this role, food is utilized by Masters to
display connection and disconnection. The major elements of a good meal include
not just tasty dishes but more crucially a social setting and social interaction. When
such interaction is absent or disrupted, family or social bonds may be broken.
Take the following example from “The Snake and Bad Tom”, where the father uses
dinner time to exercise power over his son Tom and make dinner a very stressful
moment for the child:
“You [Tom]!” he yelled and everyone jumped. “You! Eat up! Eat up or I’ll
skin the hide off you! I’ll beat you raw as a skinned wallaby! S-s-s-s-s----”
When angry father made a hissing noise under his tongue that was more
ominous than a volume of words. Knives and forks now clattered vigorously on
plates. (109)
Gender differences are of course apparent in food preparation in the domestic sphere.
Women are predominantly responsible for the procurement, preparation and serving
of food. This work acts as a significant marker of their femininity and motherliness.
This point is illustrated by Edwards when he thinks about two girls Enid and Una in
Masters’ Loving Daughters:
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He never used the dishcloth hemmed by a parishioner good at plain
needlework, but flicked crumbs from the table onto the floor and then pushed
them out the door with his broom. Why did women [Enid and Una] do all these
things with such grace it was good to look at them (81).
Preparation and catering practices involved in homemade food consumption are part
of the communication of love and devotion towards family members.
Ordinary people and ordinary lives
Masters is well known for her writing about ordinary people and ordinary life. Most
of Masters’ characters are ‘ordinary’ in their class, their deeds, and their thoughts.
Her female characters are often working mothers, single parents, or farmers’ wives.
They live in small towns bounded by community and family ties. They struggle to
make ends meet. Their romances do not always blossom. They fulfil their domestic
duties as much as they can. With such details, Masters makes clear that they are the
most ordinary of characters living prosaic lives. Specifically, the ‘ordinary’ becomes
one of the recurring themes in her writing, which has been noted in both reviews and
criticism.
Masters herself mentioned in an interview with Ellison that “[I] write about ordinary
people all the time really” (“Interview” 218) and “if you write about life, you write
about life … there is nothing changing it. You can’t make drama where drama does
not belong” (“Interview” 222). By so saying, Masters insists that her stories simply
document a life that already exists. The world Masters writes about is a tough one
which actually takes place, even though she is presenting it under a fictionalised
mode.
Masters is so fascinated by human life, by its people and institutions, that most of
her creative work focuses on daily experiences past and present, within the home or
outside, as well as on human relationships. The fictional characters she creates may
have come out of her experience, but her writing also shows great empathy with the
thoughts and feelings of ordinary people whose fates and fortunes can be traced from
every corner of life: from the precocious girls in “The Home Girls” to the lonely
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elderly couple in “A Long Time Dying”; or from the young husband who yells that
he wants to escape in “A Young Man’s Fancy” to the cruel father in “The Snake and
Bad Tom”.
Masters’ use of familiar situations and characters go some way towards clarifying
her popularity. Her stories appeal to the ordinariness of people’s lives while
illuminating the heroic within personal and domestic details. When interviewed in
1985 she said “…there is more in life, more in situations, than meets the eye”.
Njabula Ndebele once suggested that “ordinary daily lives of people should be the
direct focus of political interest because they constitute the very content of the
struggle” (43). In an interview with me in 2014, Chris Masters stated that his mother
Masters was a quiet activist for women’s equality and that she used her writing as a
weapon to fight for it. In the case of Masters, it may be that her writing which might
seem on a first reading to be ‘ordinary’ in style and form, on subsequent readings
could reveal itself to be ‘complex’.
Commenting on the ways in which Masters knits together her own life experiences
with her fiction, Julie Lewis said the following:
In Olga Masters, life and work were closely linked. The writer worked. The
writer worked across time, across space, welding reality into fiction, bringing
together fragments of memory, making connections, forming a new kind of
experience that creates its own world with its own validity. What Olga Masters
was doing in 1985 was somehow connected with what she was doing in 1935,
1940, or 1954, linked by memory, conscious or unconscious. Fact slides into
fiction and the meaning of life becomes implicit in that fiction. (xv)
Talking about the ordinariness in Masters’ writing, Peta Koch states that Masters
often wrote about ordinary people doing ordinary things or just getting on with
living as best they can. As a result, Masters can produce a beautiful little book which
is “written with great gentleness and warmth and which makes her everydaycharacter the sort of flesh-and-blood people you feel you can reach and touch” (The
Courier-Mail 2 May 1987). Certainly, Koch means that Masters writes about all the

38

happenings and gives depth to her every character. Masters would want to make her
stories and her characters accessible to the public.
In another attempt to illustrate Masters’ concerns with daily subjects particularly on
the topic of women and children, Gillian Whitlock selectively presents Masters’
three short stories “The Lang Women”, “Leaving Home”, and “The Christmas
Parcel”. Whitlock indicates that attention to the private and domestic sphere is one of
the recurring characteristics of Masters’ writing, where the language includes careful
and detailed reference to daily rituals and objects – food, clothing, furniture, and the
care of children.
Whitlock then points out that throughout these stories the women are in different
ways silent and suffering, while the articulate and perceptive female characters tend
to be children. In her view, the use of the child’s perspective is another way in which
Masters’ stories can “escape the ‘authoritative view’ and enter the world of fantasy”
(xxiv). I would argue that the child’s perspective is important in Masters’ fiction
partly because the kind of family life she draws on for subject matter in nearly all her
work almost always involves children. She implies that children often have a
different view of what is going on around them from the adults in their lives, and
that they are also capable, to some extent, of understanding things that the adult
members of the family consider secret, for example that a parent may be having, or
contemplating having an affair. At the same time readers also recognize and are
amused by the difference between the child’s perceptions of what is going on and the
general adult perception of the same situation. Thus, when Whitlock talks of ‘the
authoritative view’ she means the standard adult assumptions about life and human
relationships. The child’s view is often a fantasy one because children often make up
explanations of things they do not fully understand. Masters is often trying to make
us see that there may be more than one point of view about what is happening, even
within the same family.
While Masters appears at first to create characters that live a subordinated, boring
life in a rural area, some manage a certain independence and they themselves are far
from dull. Even as housewives they remain determined and independent. For
example, Marie Carroll in “The Teacher’s Wife” is not only a housewife giving
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attention to household chores or struggling to make ends meet, she also tries to be an
organizer at the tennis court, though “being a woman, her ideas were not always
welcome” (76). Masters is also committed to her own perception of what ‘ordinary’
means. Her characters are ‘ordinary’ in much the same way as she herself claims to
be. She describes her own lifestyle as an ordinary mother centred on farms, rural life
and family. Relevant here is Masters’ description of her children as her finest books
(Chris Masters 106). In fact, like Masters’ books, most of her characters are
extraordinary, as Masters herself claims: “I always found the poor and humble to be
the most interesting of my subjects, nearly always having the richest stories to tell…
I believe the best plays, books and movies are about ordinary people” (May 257).
Although Masters always argues that her stories do not have a particular craft or
structure but only simple stories about life, I would claim that there is craft in her
representation of ‘real life’. Commentators on Masters seem to hold the view that
she does not write in fancy language, instead using ‘natural/ organic’ words to
describe real life (Cummings, Cohen, Hogan). However, what I hope to show in this
thesis is that Masters carefully deploys specific linguistic patterns, which, taken
together, indicate textual design of considerable complexity in her work, and which
she uses to paint ‘real life’ and critique it. I think one of her wonderful techniques is
to draw the ‘extraordinary’ from the ‘ordinary’, and the dazzling from the dull.
Representation of femininity – “the home girls”
Masters’ writing tells stories of rural Australian women from various walks of life
struggling against environmental, social and personal injustice. In most of the cases,
Masters’ characters conform to the public expectation of bearing ‘proper’ femininity
which is often defined as representing negation and repression, silence, submission,
abstinence and continence (Raphael-Leff 56-67). However, what Masters’ texts
make abundantly clear are the social and moral inequalities in her description of her
characters such as divisions of labour, or opportunities for participation in public
life, as will be seen in detail in Chapters 4-7. O’Hearn has described Masters’
protagonist, Amy in Amy’s Children as a mother forced to leave her children, who
does not easily accept the world but wants to shape it to her needs (6). The same
description could apply with equal accuracy to Marie Carroll in “The Teacher’s
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Wife” who fights against gender discrimination when she tries to persuade her
husband to nominate her for a place on the Cobargo Agricultural and Horticultural
Committee, saying “Why not, Percy?... You could nominate me, now why not?” or
“I’d like to get on the show committee and change a few things” (76, 78). Masters
herself notes that the themes of rural Australian life, environmental issues, parentchild relationships, and women’s roles are all issues that will keep turning up in her
work because they are an inevitable part of that life. Interestingly, Masters does not
simply assign domesticity to women per se but traces links and connections between
their roles and their personal fulfilment. In an article, Brian Matthews asserts that in
Masters’ fiction, the ordinary external routines and developing inner states of a
central female character are evoked through a massive accumulation of lovingly and
accurately rendered details such as the ingredients of a meal, the arrangement of
furniture in a room, the texture of fabrics, the unspectacular requirements of daily
work. For example, Mrs Schaefer in “The Little Chest” does housework to get social
recognition and to hide her loneliness.
All the above discussion implies that Masters is conscious of herself as a woman.
This raises the question of whether Masters writes like a woman or to women. Being
a woman is likely to affect her subjectivity, and raise a question of identification:
Masters has been quoted as saying “we are all the home girls at heart” (“Interview”
215). This comment indicates that she writes both like a woman (style), as a woman
(role), and to women (audience) – demonstrating the directions from which she
constructs her characters. However, her concern is not simply with women but with
broader questions of gender definition because I think Masters’ works both embody
and explore as well as act as a focus on the gender representation. She constructs
plots and characters which interrogate the contradictions of marriage and family
relations, and of women’s social and familial roles.
Masters has gained a reputation for showing considerable sympathy towards her
female characters. This research explores a number of key questions, including what
images of women and femininity are offered in Masters’ fiction; how she finds a
way in which to represent and articulate women’s experience and women’s
aspirations and anxieties; and what these representations say about her view of
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female experience and of the conflicts between actual female experience and the
domestic angelic feminine ideal.
Given the historical period about which Masters’ works were written, a discussion of
the concept of woman’s agency is appropriate. Here, I would define woman’s
agency as her active role in a particular context or endeavour, living in maledominated society. The works studied in this thesis were written about a time period
in which there was little understanding of such a concept as the social construction
of gender (Modjeska 334-36). It was also a period in which “woman” was conceived
as pure, motherly, and submissive to their husband. Nevertheless a woman’s
resistance often happens through language, and that language is the very basis of her
self-representation. The following conceptual focuses may be of help in
understanding the area in which I wish to work, an area in which the
interdependence between representation and the cultural status of real-life women
can be emphasized.
Masters’ women characters usually struggle with poverty. I would argue that while
Masters’ protagonists are often poor and rural, they are not uncomplicatedly
represented as such. Amy in Amy’s Children, for example, lives in rent-share
accommodation and works in low-wage jobs but succeeds in making ends meet, and
in feeding herself and her daughter Kathleen. She tries to keep up her personal
appearance, being smart in the way she dresses and presents herself. She even
promises herself “I will work hard. I’ll be neat and particular and I won’t daydream.
I’ll dress nicely and always clean my shoes…” (Amy’s Children 35). In the story,
Amy proves to be a determined ‘country’ girl who, with great effort and endurance,
tries hard, and even conceals her age and marital status in order to have a better life,
although ultimately in the novel the answer to her happiness remains unresolved.
Masters suggests that social conventions and marital roles trap her inside the
patriarchal system.
Most of these women are sketched in Masters’ fiction as ‘feminine’. By ‘feminine’
in this thesis, I refer to a set of attributes and behavioural qualities associated with
the performance of gender roles, and in particular expressing the social belief that
members of the female sex ought to exhibit different attributes and behaviours from
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members of the male sex. Such attributes and behaviours for females, according to
Lyn Pykett, are usually constructed by a series of polarities such as “the domestic
ideal”; or “angel in the house”; “the keeper of the domestic temple”; “innocence”;
“commitment to duty”; “self-sacrifice”; “dependence”; and “victim” (16).
Accordingly, Masters’ female characters spend their time at home doing housework,
attending to the children, and preparing delicious meals for the whole family. Their
place is in the home, the perfect environment in which to undertake responsibility for
the spiritual and physical development of children. But Masters’ female characters
are represented as often being caught and imprisoned by the ‘homes’ they belong to,
by their marriages, their husbands, their children, their property, and their insecurity.
They move from one set of patriarchal structures to another: from the male
dominance of the family to the male dominance in society at large. Pam Gilbert
comments that Masters’ women are controlled and disciplined by men and “they can
be played with, teased, tormented, and bullied...” (174).
One typical example of Masters’ feminine model is Mrs Jussep who “made scones
every day before the afternoon milking” for the whole family (“Scones Every Day”
3). The traits of femininity can also be seen in Mrs Schaefer who “was a very
particular housekeeper, sweeping and scrubbing and shining her house, washing
curtains when they showed the slightest sign of soiling, and she was fanatical about
cleaning windows” (“The Little Chest” 29). We can also see the ‘feminine’ in the
sacrifice of Joan when she has to refuse to go out to a Sunday movie or sit by the
harbour with her husband because their children are coming. Joan insists that “[she]
should be out there in the kitchen doing things” (“The Children are Coming” 155).
Yet this ‘feminine’ characterisation of women does not necessarily mean that
Masters’ work is not feminist. She can be seen as a feminist writer because her
fiction articulates her own sense of gender representation and expresses a feminist
sensibility through her preoccupations, such as the unequal condition of women in
society, the sufferings of family women, and the under-appreciation of female
sexuality. Her central female characters struggle within the societies in which they
live and cope with the familial and social constraints that are imposed on them.
Though Masters does not claim she is a feminist, her support of and belief in gender
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equality and often admitted to possessing a degree of feminist thinking are
undeniable.
One way in which Masters can be understood as a feminist author is via her feminist
aesthetic: her stories focus on women’s familial and social subjectivity and offer the
possibility of re-envisioning the representation of femininity, transforming values of
traditional feminine attributes.
Masters is quite aware that motherhood and women’s roles are not invariable, and
that they can be altered according to community requirements, economic pressures,
and the women’s own desires and needs. She builds up the character Amy in Amy’s
Children as a young woman who is determined to break out of the traditional
country-town concepts of being a wife and raising a family during the years of the
Depression. Amy tries her best to get out of the circle of fatalism. She decides to
leave her children with her parents in order to seek a better life in the city. Another
example of Masters’ feminism is Mrs Carroll in “The Teacher’s Wife”. A small,
dark woman with six children, she never bothers with the garden or household
chores but “got out of the house as often as she could … [to] play tennis ... in a dress
shorter than those the other women wore” with the “serious” thought of “being the
first” woman on the Cobargo Agricultural and Horticultural Committee (“The
Teacher’s Wife” 76). These actions and attitudes symbolise not only that these
women have broken out of the narrow boundaries that society has sought to impose,
but also represent their freedom of spirit and disregard of social conventions.
It seems that some of Masters’ female characters, in contrast, want to stand in
between the two poles of traditional femininity and modern womanhood. Women
and girls stumble through her pages. Masters is thus looking for two kinds of
‘heroines’ in her writing. She wants inspiring and traditional ‘role-models’ of
femininity but she also wants rebellious female images who depict the womanhood
of shared passion and suffering, the woman who sobs and struggles and rebels. On
the one hand, these women try their best to fulfil their domestic duties, as a good
wife, a caring mother, or an industrious housekeeper. Louisa in “The Done Thing”
and Mrs Schaefer in “The Little Chest” are examples of women devoted to the
wellbeing of the family. On the other hand, these women still want to prove
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themselves, to fight for their freedom, and escape from the burden of housekeeping
and domestic responsibility. This is the image of the mother in “A Dog That
Squeaked”. Although she is completing one of her household tasks, ironing, when
the girl Tad comes home from school, she describes her mother as showing no
interest in it: “Her [the mother’s] face was shut like a window and her mouth not a
kissing mouth” (76). During this time ironing, the mother more than once strongly
reveals her irritation with doing housework and blames her husband for her
disappointing life. She says to Tad, “I’ll do this damned ironing if it’s the last thing I
ever do”, and then “Your father made me do the ironing” (77).
In her commitment to fighting gender inequality, Masters’ celebration of strong and
determined female characters could be seen at times as reinforcing binaries rather
than criticizing them. Her women are mostly community- and family- oriented,
while some of her male characters like the father in “The Snake and Bad Tom” are
depicted as oppressive patriarchal monsters. But Masters does not take for granted
the power of family values and tradition but rather incorporates them into her fiction,
making them available for reflection and critique. She creates a familiar atmosphere
that most likely resembles the lives of some of her intended audience - making them
more receptive to her empowering messages and creating a more culturallyacceptable feminism. Masters’ audience, both ‘home girls’ and professional women,
will very likely see a reflection of these fictional lives in their own lives. They can
then make their own judgement of life and society.
From the above points, it is worth investigating whether the women depicted in Olga
Masters’ fiction adopt the desired behaviours for being appropriately feminine,
accepting of domestic roles or on being feminine in a modern way, fighting for their
own identities, or whether they try to combine these two characteristics. This thesis
will address the balance Masters attempts to establish between providing familiar
female characters and challenging social viewpoints. In so doing, it will investigate
the extent to which female characters are associated with the field of femininity.
After reading Masters’ writing together with critiques on her as an author and of her
texts, my argument is that the representation of femininity in Olga Masters’ writing
offers a means of empowering women to investigate and communicate the inner
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nature of their conditions: how they live their lives, and how they communicate and
negotiate among themselves and with men. My thesis also examines how Masters
employs women’s voices in her stories to explain women’s experience of femininity
in the context of early twentieth century Australia. The research aims to investigate
and explain Masters’ representation of Australian women and femininity through
attention to her language, and then to challenge the current understanding of Masters
as an ‘ordinary’ writer of ‘ordinary’ stories about ‘ordinary’ characters.
As a summary of Masters’ personal and creative life, I would like to borrow Judith
White’s admiring description of Masters as an accomplished writer who “always had
her finger on the pulse of domestic life, with its compound of love and frustration,
hope and heartbreak” (108).
The next section will mention the cultural and historical circumstances of the 1930s
in Australia which can be seen to impose a considerable influence on many writings
of Australian female writers of the 20th century, particularly of Olga Masters.
1.4

The Depression in Australia during Olga Masters’ time

My approach is to read Masters’ stories with a view to the ways in which the plot or
characters’ manners and mores, had they lived real lives during the 1930s, would
have been shaped by the social and economic conditions of the time, particularly the
Depression, and examining how this characterisation is represented through
language.
During the 1930s, Australia, like the rest of the world, suffered upheaval as a result
of the war. The Depression2 was said to have officially commenced in 1929 when
the Wall Street stock market in New York crashed, and to have ended with the
beginning of World War II. The crisis in Australia was seen as a Depreseconomic
catastrophe. The prices of commodities such as the country’s main cash crop, wheat,
plummeted and many had to contend not only with a disastrous Australian economy
but with five years of drought and infestations of grasshoppers which decimated
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crops, as described by Carl B. Schedvin in Australia and the Great Depression (6267). In addition, some types of food were scarce during the Depression. Butter, tea,
sugar and meat were rationed, and eggs were allocated to priority groups such as
children less than five years old. The misery caused by the Depression to the country
and also to Masters’ birth family is depicted clearly in Julie Lewis’ biography of
Olga Masters:
The Depression hit the country areas hard and the family’s survival was the
first priority because Leo’s work with the PMG had dried up. There was no
cream cheque to depend on either: earlier in the year (1929) the family had
moved from ‘Hillcrest’ to the township into a small weatherboard house. There
was no garden to speak of, certainly not enough to grow vegetables for a large
family. There was no social welfare support for people in the Lawlers’
situation. It was a desperate time. (15)
The tough, resilient, resourceful nature of Australian country people enabled them to
get through this troubled time. On the one hand, the isolation of rural life, family
pressures, loss of income, and financial stress pushed people to breaking point,
having a huge impact on health and wellbeing of farmers and their families. On the
other hand, some took the view that good could come from bad and meaning could
come from tragedy. They struggled to maintain family harmony and looked forwards
to a better future.
Family life during the Depression was pretty hard, and money was scarce, so
families had to make do with what they had, and save wherever they could. When
the family experienced the cycles of poverty brought by low-commodity prices and
fluctuating fortunes, women were expected to care for a family and engage in all
sorts of activities that contributed to household incomes in many different ways
(Western 163-70).
Women’s hard work and home production was often essential to survival during the
difficult financial times of the thirties, as indicated by Margaret Alston in Women on
The Land: “During these [difficult] times, women increased their work in
subsistence production in an effort to save money. Many of the subsistence tasks
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performed by women as part of their housework could be seen to reduce costs and so
make an economic contribution to the farm” (76). In other words, what women did
as part of their domestic roles included many tasks that added value to their work
and saved on the costs of consumption. Planting gardens to save on food, buying
necessary items according to a budget, and keeping a few farm animals were some of
the ways that Australian women dealt with this problem.
The nurturing role of women extended into the neighbourhood and their
communities as well. They willingly became involved in the business of maintaining
community relations or devoting their time to charitable works, churches, and
schools. Women in rural areas, especially, invested a great deal of their time
facilitating the sporting life of their communities as recorded in Alston’s Women on
the Land (81).
Despite the obvious value of women’s involvement in managing the household,
women’s contributions to the family economy often went publicly unrecognized.
Their domestic labour was rarely viewed as real ‘work’. Margaret Power notes that
“women [were] still concentrated in traditional jobs. … Domestic service remained
the major occupation of women, followed by industrial work in clothing and
textiles” (493). The responsibility for domestic labour and childcare together with
the increasing expectation upon their feminine roles would place lots of pressure on
many of them while they attempted to juggle other tasks (Western 163-77). Masters
herself is reported to have suffered a stress-related skin rash owing to circumstances
involved in taking care of her family and pursuing her passion of writing (Julie
Lewis 91). “She was a bit like a caged lion at times…” her son, Roy, confesses; and
remembers his dad saying, “… ‘she’s so desperate to write, sometimes [he] think[s]
she’s going round the twist’ “ (qtd. in Julie Lewis 91).
For Australian women, the 1930s Depression seemed to mark a halt to their social
progress. Although by the 1930s they had the right to vote and had entered the paid
workforce in growing numbers, freedom to operate in public society was still a
challenge (Schedvin). With the economic crisis of the 1930s, the belief that the most
appropriate place for women was in the home became stronger. One author, Kerry
James, in her book entitled Women in Rural Australia, comments on the images of
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Australian women in the 1930s as weak, dependent, and emotional creatures that
needed a man to lean on. She also stresses that “…this picture as well as the belief in
the inevitability of marriage still influences women’s educational achievements and
their participation in the workplace” (44).
Many authors draw attention to the obvious paradox of women’s position in
Australian society, suggesting that in spite of greater social opportunities for women
after World War I, there was an attempt to recapture the pre-war status of traditional
femininity. For example, in 1962 Norman MacKenzie wrote that:
It is equally taken for granted that women are home-centred, and that there is
something odd and rather undesirable about a woman who is making a career,
or is active in public life outside a range of socially-approved types of
women’s works and women’s interests. The ‘normal’ woman is expected to
conform to the stereotype of femininity seeking her satisfactions in housepride and the care of husband and children… (81)
Mentioning the difficulties for Australian women of the 1930s, Anne Summers has
noted that in Australia “most women are defined by their family relationships” (77).
Generally speaking, during the 1930s, women’s duty to the nation was seen as
supporting their families, and, of course, populating Australia. Women were
assigned to look after the physical, moral and spiritual growth of their children, and
were therefore expected to uphold conservative standards so as to maintain the
strength and ensure the survival of society. If they remained unmarried living at
home, they were supposed to take over all the ‘home duties’ and nurse their parents
through their last years. Consequently, some of them might suffer from isolation,
loneliness and lack of support.
Because women have historically been guided into “nurturing” positions which
propagate stereotypes of mothering, when a woman wanted to go out to work in the
1930s, it is likely that she felt that she was, in some ways, taking on a devalued
feminine identity. Therefore, women in the workforce were in the conflicted position
of having to justify their work as well as their place within society as something
other than “nurturers.”
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The 1930s’ economic situation put a lot of pressure on women because they believed
that they had no choice but to work for the social and personal commitments they
had made. Some women chose to work outside the home. By so doing, women either
supported themselves to maintain their households, or made a significant
contribution to the family economy. However, they typically worked shorter hours
and more seasonal jobs than men, and were still expected to both display nurturing
feminine traits and play supporting roles to men. Many were pressured into leaving
their jobs behind as men were still considered to be the “bread winners” of the
family (Power 497-98). In her book Women on the Land, Alston listed three major
obstacles for rural women seeking work, namely, the lack of opportunities, lack of
childcare, and last but not least the problems of distance (103). This difficulty is
mentioned on many occasions by Masters in her writing. One of the examples is the
case of Amy in Amy’s Children who has to head to the city to make a living, leaving
her little children in the country with her parents3.
If they did pursue employment, women were historically drawn (or driven) toward
careers that satisfied both their professional inclinations as well as their feminine
identities e.g., in textiles, food processing, nursing, and teaching. Although the
reasoning behind these choices might lie in women’s “assumed” affinity and skills
for these positions such as manual dexterity, domestic interests, and providing
personal services, this did not belie the fact that women were often encouraged to
pursue jobs that seemed to reinforce their roles as nurturers. Careers in nursing,
secretarial work, and teaching often placed the woman in the role of assistant or
helpmate to a more powerful (and typically male) counterpart. In addition, these
positions typically propagated women’s role as someone who ‘looked after’ another
person’s well-being - their health, their job, or their education. Thus, these positions
all became stereotypes of mothering in which women were re-contained in the
dominant patriarchy.
Within these patriarchal conditions, the relationship between femininity and
domesticity and motherhood became major themes in literature, and special attention

3

Though Amy’s Children is set in the period of the World War II, Australia society of this period still
suffered from the same Depression attitudes, requiring frugality and sacrifice and offering limited
opportunities for women willing to move to the city.
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was given to women’s roles in the home and in society. The life and work of women
writers was shaped by their personal and domestic situations. Their psychological
and emotional experience as women during the Great Depression was interwoven
with their identity. Throughout this thesis, the notion of the domestic ideology which
idealized women’s roles as devoted wives and caring mothers, or depicted them as
‘socially active’ mums, will be examined as an overt and covert theme in Masters’
writing. These ideas constitute a standard by which Australian women of the 1930s
are implicitly portrayed and judged in Masters’ writing.
Having been physically, financially, and spiritually affected by the situations of the
Great Depression, it seems natural that Masters would want to share her feelings and
experience with the readers in her writing. For example, in her short story “The
Christmas Parcel”, the Churchers attempt to guess what is in the gift box, and the
whole family is disappointed when it turns out to be a second-hand quilt and several
used towels, because what they are really expecting is something for their Christmas
dinner. Speaking of women’s roles as family carers who had to penny pinch and
make ends meet by being very flexible and creative, Masters commonly depicts their
flexibilities in her writing. For example, illustrating Amy’s struggle to support
herself and her daughter who has just arrived to live with her on a limited budget,
Masters writes:
She [Amy’s daughter] was now at the end of her plate of food. Amy worried
that she might still be hungry. There was some jam in the cupboard, some
bread, too, but it was needed for breakfast…. She had saved some money from
her wages … for some curtains for her sitting room. In spite of her low wage
and frugal life style, Amy always had a few pounds in a compartment of her
handbag, in case she should fall ill and be unable to work for a week or maybe
longer. (Amy’s Children 95)
The family-supporting role of 1930s Australian women as previously mentioned is
also clearly portrayed in Masters’ stories. For example, in her “That Carrie One”, we
find the image of a supporting and caring Carrie Grant, who accepts the idea that
there is no choice for her but to live the rest of her life as her father’s carer/
housekeeper while her two sisters have “got away” to follow their dreams (261). Of
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course, women did work outside the home, and it did become socially acceptable for
women, even mothers, to work during this hard time, but there was a general
pressure on women to feel that it was not right, and that women’s labour was only
workable if it was cheaper than men’s or there were no men to do it (Adam-Smith
140-41). This is the case of Marie when she takes roles in several plays for a
dramatic society in Cobargo: people said she should be at home and fulfilling the
duties of a normal wife rather than running around with the theatre (“The Teacher’s
Wife” 82).
What Masters creates is a kind of a fantasized sphere between objectively perceived
reality and the writer’s subjective desires and imagination. In her stories, Masters
also mentions that people, men and women, young and old, are squeezed and
belittled by the negative impacts of the misery and the harshness of the Depression.
Olga Masters, on whom this study is focused, proved to be one of the successful
voices of Australia literature in the 1980s, although her formative years lay in the
1930s. The 30s must have had a big impact on how she thought about the feminine
and how she responded to 80s feminism. In a 1985 interview, she said, “they (1930s)
are very impressionable years, when you’re in your teens” (“Interview” 220). In
order to have a broader understanding of her life and writing, I would like to recall
the female Australian writers who were Masters’ contemporaries and immediate
predecessors whose contributions to the cultural and artistic development of the
country were enormous.
1.5

Australian female writers of the 20th century

Masters’ contemporaries included both writers who had also lived through the social
changes of the 20s, 30s, WWII and post-war eras in Australia, and those who were
young writers during the 70s and second-wave feminism, working and publishing in
a very different milieu where there was already popular demand for their work, and
critical attention to it, driven by various factors including the rise of feminist presses,
feminist editors and critics, and Women’s Studies as an academic discipline on the
one hand, and the growing employment and economic capacity of women, hence a
larger book-buying audience.
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Over the many years of the 20th century, Australian women expressed in their fiction
their understanding of nature and the society surrounding them, of their own
situations, and of their relationships. The time during which they were writing was a
time of enormous changes and debates. As a result, Australian women writers of 20th
century attempted to find ways to express a feminine or feminist sensibility
(Sheridan “Women Writers” 319-20). Several of them were very conscious of their
situation as women compared with that of those male writers who had a supportive
family environment. It is generally accepted that many women writers have been
excluded from the national canon (Sheridan, Bird, Spenser, and Ferrier). Although
Thea Astley and Helen Garner were able to gain a ‘room of their own’ as Jennifer
Ellison, quoting Virginia Woolf, has put it, and Olga Masters had some privacy to
write, their situation was less favourable than that of many male writers.
In the public sphere, it is suggested that though a large proportion of the novels
published in Australia the 20th century were written by women, the response of
critics to them has generally been limited and deficient. This is especially true of the
women writers of the 1930s – the period when Olga Masters began writing as a
journalist. Delys Bird states that although Christina Stead and Thea Astley were
regularly cited, they were still marginal in the male-dominated canon of Australian
fiction (186). Criticism of women writers, while focused on a ‘happy few’, ignored
the others, and left them out of anthologies, histories, and textbooks; although
arguably those ‘minor’ women writers were the links in the chain that bound one
literary generation to the next. In her book Nine Lives, Susan Sheridan claims that a
picture of Australian literary scene from the 1940s to the 1970s as strongly male
dominated is not a fair reflection (2-5). Fourteen male novelists appeared in Nancy
Keesing’s Australian Post-war Novelists but not a single female one was mentioned.
Adrian Mitchell, in “Fiction” of The Oxford History of Australian Literature edited
by Leonie Kramer, ignored the work of women novelists of the 1970s with the
exception of Thea Astley and Shirley Hazzard. This could of course be a response to
the fact that what Australian women writers of the time achieved in the literary
world did not draw much notice or recognition. In an interview with Ellison, Thea
Astley herself suggested that to be classified as a woman writer or women’s writer
would have been a fate worse than death. It was not until the early 1980s that she
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attempted to write from within the consciousness of a female protagonist. She
continued:
… I grew up believing that women weren’t really people and didn’t matter in
the scheme of things. You’ve got to remember my age. Men didn’t listen to
women when they expressed an opinion. I always felt that they wouldn’t read
books written by women because it would be like listening to a woman for
hours which would be intolerable. And when I started to write I knew I had
thoughts going on in my brain, you know, and I’d have little opinions about
things, but I knew they didn’t rate, and I didn’t know what voice to write in…I
used to read books by feminist writers and I was filled with envy, and
admiration for the way in which they make women’s problems and the
woman’s voice seem not only intelligent and interesting, but totally credible.
(56)
On another occasion, Sheridan claimed that literature was a particularly
unwelcoming and uncertain profession for women in the 1950s and 1960s (Nine
Lives 5). It was more difficult for women writers to achieve literary reputations and
public recognition. Consequently, many of them, as Bronwen Levy points out,
adopted male pseudonyms (183). Readers and critics always expected women’s
writings to reflect the feminine values, although in fact the woman writer herself had
often outgrown the constraining feminine role. An inadequate consideration of
women writers may be the result of gender discrimination but it may also be related
to the subject matter of their work. For instance, Colleen McCullough’s The Thorn
Birds (1977) received controversial reviews partly because it was written by a female
author and partly because the story touches on the sensitive matter of religion. The
same explanation can be given in relation to the reception of Helen Garner’s Monkey
Grip with its issue of drugs, sex, and the so-called ‘liberated women’ (Levy 179-99).
In the domestic sphere, most of these women writers had difficulty at different stages
in both fulfilling ‘traditional’ female roles and achieving literary creation (Kelada
50-51). They were squeezed between writing and their domestic responsibilities. On
one hand, they tried to fulfil the ‘home duties’ traditionally assigned to them, such as
rearing children, keeping the house clean and tidy, and preparing meals. On the other
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hand, they saved time to write books. While Mary Gilmore complained about being
constantly interrupted by domestic duties, saying “My writings … still got the flour
of the pastry board on them”, she stated that she did not contract when she “married
to be a writer”, but contracted to be a wife and mother (qtd. in Ferres 12). In an
interview with Giulia Giuffré, Dora Birtles said that “I think motherhood is very
important and writing is very essential. I can’t help writing” (68). Chris Masters
defined his mother Olga Masters as ‘a hyperactive mother’:
She [Olga Masters] would get up very early in the morning as I am sure you
have heard. She would be up at about 4.00-5.00 am. One of the first sounds in
our household was the sound of the bath running and Mum would lie in it and
throw the water over herself. Then you’d pick up the smells from the kitchen
and you’d hear the paper being opened and read and we children would
emerge (107).
The demands of domestic duties weighed heavily upon women, and women writers
always suffered from them. Thus aspiring women writers struggled to educate
themselves, often against tremendous social and financial difficulties. They were
likely to be dependent on their earnings and contributing to the support of their
families, and their education was sometimes seen as indulging themselves at the
expense of fathers and husbands. Women writers also faced difficulties from
complicated family interrelations. Caring for a relative or attending domestic duties
weighed heavily on their shoulders. This is pointed out in the Age’s interview with
Dorothy Hewett when she was promoting Bobbin’ Up in 1959. Hewett was labelled
a “busy housewife” who “finds time for writing” (Ferrier 18). Olga Masters raised a
family of seven children and worked as a journalist before gaining success as a
fiction writer in her sixties.
With so many difficulties, I wonder myself what the primary aims of these women’s
writing were: for money, for publication, or for their own dreams. It may have been
for one or all of them. Sheridan gives the example of Dorothy Green. Falling in love
with a much older man, Dorothy soon became the major supporter of the whole
family by reviewing books on ABC radio and writing articles for magazines (Nine
Lives 141). Women like Green worked hard to present their writing as an extension
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of their feminine role, an activity that did not distract them from their womanhood,
but in some sense augmented it. For many, it was essential that writing be carried out
in the home as one of many numerous interruptible household tasks of a respectable
woman.
In almost every culture, it is common that women have been relegated to the private,
domestic sphere, and that women who step outside of this realm to engage in public
or artistic and intellectual pursuits have aroused suspicion and antagonism. This may
pose a considerable strain on their writing, in relation to their writing style, themes
or characters. The joys and sorrows of affection and the incidents of domestic life
tend to be typical topics in their writing. Both Astley and Hewett focus on rural
communities and the lives lived within these communities, but this preoccupation
also allowed them to reveal a more sinister underbelly to Australian culture.
Similarly, Jessica Anderson’s fiction is always concerned with domestic matters,
family relationships, female identity and self-realization (Bird 187). Many examples
suggest that writing about women and writing for women have been an evolving
aspect of literary work that cannot be separated from the time they were written in
and the political concerns that influenced them. From a desire to have their voice
heard, women writers have developed major feminist concerns in their writing: how
women are treated and represented and how their identity is created.
Writing may bring women the sense of fulfilling an emotional and psychological
need. I would argue that women writers have had a hard struggle to get recognition
and to create original and independent art of their own. Obviously, as pointed out by
Drusilla Modjeska (335) “[women writers] were using novels to explore their
situation at a political and intellectual level for complex psychological and emotional
reasons”. This suggests that writing was both an expression of their situation and an
attempt to understand and transcend the constraints of that situation. On this point, in
an interview with Jennifer Ellison, when asked whether she thought writers had a
role in helping society to evaluate itself, Thea Astley responded:
Yes I do. They’re always talking about big themes. I’m not sure what they are,
because, you see, in those stories Olga Masters has touched on one of the big
themes of this decade, of women’s issues, without for one moment sounding
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off and sounding like a strident feminist at all. She’s merely telling the stories,
and their brutality is absolutely entrancing….I can’t imagine a man on a plane
being seen dead reading The Home Girls, unless he happened to be an
academic who’s giving a paper on it. And that’s not a criticism of Olga
Masters; that’s a criticism of some constant in our society which no one is ever
going to change. (60)
Additionally, Australian women writers were to some extent united by their roles as
daughters, wives, and mothers. Although there could, of course, be rivalry and
dissent, there also appeared to be a role for intimacy with other women both for
inspiration and for sympathetic friendship. Several prominent female authors
maintained a close and supportive relationship with one another, corresponded with
each other, and sought each other out; as exemplified by Whitlock in the case of the
writers Elizabeth Jolley and Helen Garner who had a great influence on each other
(xiii). She makes the further point that these women writers already united to create
the ‘crest’ of a strong wave of women’s writing. They also tended to begin their
careers as authors late. This gradual movement in women’s literary career patterns
sometimes reflected their own economic crisis or anxiety. In fact, for many of them,
simply finding out and making clear to themselves what they should do with their
lives was a difficult and time-consuming process. It can be claimed that women
themselves constituted a body within the framework of the whole society. It can be
debated whether they were unified by values, conventions, experiences, and
behaviours impinging on each of them as individuals. I think if readers want to
clarify the ways in which women’s self-awareness was expressed in Australian
women’s writing, they need to see these women against the backdrop of the women
of their time, as well as in relation to other women writers. Although the older
writers clearly benefitted from the later “wave” of Australian women’s writing in the
late 1970s and 1980s, some older writers such as Astley resisted identifying with
feminism as an ideology. This can be said of Masters as well, and Jennifer Ellison’s
interview with Masters shows how Masters had a considerable commonality with
feminism but also distanced herself from it.
The social and living conditions of women and attitudes towards women during the
20th century are reflected so clearly in the women’s writing of the time that the
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attention to domestic details and rhythms become one of the particular characteristics
of their writing. The language of such writing includes the precise and detailed
reference to objects - food, furniture, the way the kitchen is kept tidy and orderly.
Although their own sphere – the kitchen – is often mentioned as a part of the house it
is a contained spatial and social location, which carries important implications in the
way it represents a woman’s femininity. Beverley Farmer’s “A Woman with Black
Hair” is a fine example of this:
Off the passage from her front room is a wooden staircase. Her two small
daughters sleep upstairs, soundly all night. Beyond the staircase a thick door is
left half-open: this is her room. In its white walls the three thin windows are
slits of green light by day, their curtains of red velvet drawn apart like lips.
There is a fireplace, never used; hardly any furniture. A worn rug, one cane
armchair, a desk with a lamp stooped over books and papers…; old books on
dark shelves; a bed with a puffed red quilt where she sleeps. (124)
The coming of the 1980s made another impact on cultural and intellectual scenes in
Australia. More ‘marginal’ types of Australian writing including poetry, short
fiction, and academic criticism began to flourish during this period, which led to an
expanding audience for women’s writing (Webby Australian Literature 16, Sheridan
5). As a result, women writers came into their own, locating themselves centrally in
the canon with their male counterparts.
I would contend, along with many others (Webby, Sheridan, Hergenhan et al.) that
women writers of the 20th century have contributed an enormous amount to
Australian literature largely by examining unconventional and sometimes
contentious aspects of Australian society. From a pre-feminist Australia when
women’s writing was under-appreciated, Astley marked her forty year career in
writing with the publication of sixteen books and became the only novelist in
Australia, male or female, to have won the Miles Franklin Award four times
(Australian Literature Resource - Austlit). Australian women writers of the late 20th
century have won a number of prestigious prizes: Jessica Anderson with the Age
Book of the Year Awards; Helen Garner for her TV writing; Glenda Adams in the
fiction section of the New South Wales Premier’s Literary Award; and Olga Masters
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with National Book Council Award for The Home Girls are just a few among many
others. However, as mentioned above, Australian women writers have often found
themselves torn between the desire to be professional and their emotional or
“domestic” ties. Australian female writers of the 20th century have been involved in
contributing to and colouring the development of literature in Australia. They have
frequently come together as a community to find a voice on many contemporary
social and political issues. The work of these writers provides key material for
considering the situation of women in the 20th century Australia. Olga Masters is one
of them.
1.6

Chapter conclusion

This chapter has introduced and outlined Olga Masters’ professional life as a writer,
scholarship on her writing, and the historical and literary environment of her time. It
has provided important context for this research, locating it within theoretical
paradigms of literary studies and linguistic stylistics, and outlining the way in which
Masters’ writing is interpreted and understood.
Masters’ has been known for writing in a direct and ‘organic’ style about daily
subjects. This can be understood as indicating that her style is ‘sensibly simple’, and
her work does not always present polished descriptions of physical surroundings or
characters’ emotions. Masters tries to move beyond mere recordings of life in her
stories. Thus, the current research aims to prove that although Masters’ stories might
look simple, they are not simple: her characters, especially ‘the home girls’, seem
ordinary people but they are in fact extraordinary. This method of writing helps her
to connect the different strands of meanings in her stories, and disclose her feminist
point of view on the women and femininity of her time.
In this thesis I examine Masters’ fiction through textual and contextual analysis,
unpacking her narrative styles and her approach to contemporary social issues. For
this purpose, I have employed a linguistic approach and examined critiques from
Masters’ publications. Interrogating the ways in which Masters positions herself and
is positioned by different critics and reviewers has provided a basis for a close
reading of her work and its significance. My research tries to clarify how Masters
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deploys or inflects her own experience of gender in her representations of the female
protagonists she constructs, and whether this can be observed in her stories via
elements such as specific language features, common preoccupations, the
foregrounding of women’s lives, or a vision of what it is to be female.
The following chapter will cover the steps of the research process from the selection
of a theoretical framework, the selection of research materials, and the data
collection procedure, to the preparation of the data for analysis. It will also describe
the methods for analysing data using grammatical and lexical tools mainly based on
systemic functional linguistics and critical discourse analysis.
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2 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
The previous chapter discussed the historical context of the Great Depression in
Australia, the situation of the late 20th century Australian women writing, and Olga
Masters’ life and career, in order to illustrate and understand the contexts through
which I am interpreting Olga Masters’ writing.
Since the main aim of this thesis is to explore the representation of femininity in
Olga Masters’ fiction, the chosen methodology brings together traditional literary
analysis and close linguistic analysis of the narrative and grammatical patterns
within selected extracts: my emphasis is on showing how these patterns construe
particular perspectives and constitute particular social discourses about femininity.
In the sections which follow, I describe the way the research materials were
collected for this purpose (Section 2.1 and 2.2). I review some of the many decisions
made when selecting Masters’ literary works as well as preparing the data for
analysis. Finally, in section 2.3, I clarify issues in the collection and preparation of
the research materials.
2.1

Selecting examples of Olga Masters’ writing

The backbone of the current research is how Olga Masters linguistically represents
the traits of femininity in her fiction. That is why this study consists of a detailed
linguistic analysis of a selection of Olga Masters’ stories. In order to be clear about
the status and significance of the results of this study, it is important to note how the
stories selected for scrutiny relate to Masters’ overall output, particularly in terms of
publication date, genre, broad thematic focus and topic consistency or variability. In
other words, it is vital that the research satisfies certain standards regarding
reliability and explicability, and in addition, that the data involved should be
observable in order for the research work to be valid.
This study examines works of fiction published during the 1980s. Other than two
pieces published in local newspapers in the 1930s, there is no published fiction
earlier than the 1980s, and this period marks Masters’ maturity in fiction writing, as
indicated by the award of several prestigious prizes. The selections chosen include
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short and long fiction, and all are centrally concerned, as this thesis will show, with
the theme of women’s lives and the possibilities of ‘femininity’. Although there are
many thematic strands in all Masters’ stories, it is possible to view each of the
selected stories as elaborating on a particular aspect or dimension of femininity –
such as housekeeping, or sexual desire – and this is the angle from which the
empirical analysis of the texts is approached in this thesis. An account of decisions
relating to these points in the current study is presented below.
Types of texts selected
The first decision made regarding the selection of research materials was to compile
an observable collection that would enable the investigation of research questions.
To do so, I had to select which stories to examine, and my conclusion was to
concentrate on those stories with a female protagonist or central character. This does
not mean that no consideration will be given to male characters, because although
Masters’ stories are normally about women, family, and girls, it is of interest to
compare her representation of femininity with that of male subjectivities. In
particular, comparing her treatment of male and female figures gives us a better
understanding of how she draws the reader’s attention to the position of women.
Number of texts selected
The next concern is the quantity of texts on which to carry out linguistic analysis.
The choice of how many texts to focus on was vital: a decision had to be made to
concentrate either on a huge quantity described in broader detail, or on a smaller
quantity described in finer detail. The selection of a smaller data set was made due to
time and technical constraints, since this research aims to quantitatively analyse
several linguistic features in a given time span. Eventually, I settled on Masters’
fiction writing, inclusive of both her short and long fiction. I also took the time
period into consideration, which meant selecting the texts written during the 1980s
as the mature period of Masters’ creative career. Thus, after reading the whole
collection of Masters’ stories, I came up with a concrete group. The justification for
the stories chosen for analysis related to my intuition regarding the presence of
femininity and feminine acts in the stories. Because the systemic functional
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linguistics framework was to be applied to only selected texts and not the entire data,
the research materials are restricted to Masters’ novel Amy’s Children and two
collections of short stories: The Home Girls and A Long Time Dying. The analysis
covered several features at word and grammatical levels, and since the texts were
investigated in depth, eight stories were deemed sufficient. Table 2.1 shows the
stories, their plots and the time when they were published.
Table 2.1 Summary of stories in the research data

Publication
year

1982

Name of
stories
“The Lang
Women”
(LW)

Short story

1982

“The Done
Things”
(DT)

Short story

1982

“The Snake
and Bad
Tom”
(BT)

Short story

Brief overview

Source

In a tiny little country town in New South Wales live the
three ‘Lang women’: Jess - Carrie’s mother-in-law, Carrie,
and Lucy - Carrie’s daughter. Both Jess and Carrie are
widows. They live, work, and enjoy their current life and get
used to the absence of a man until the appearance of the
Mann neighbours. Bedtime becomes the time when they can
admire their own lives and bodies in a ‘cock show’ as
referred to by the local people. Carrie always admires her
own body: she is young, full, and appealing like ‘a ripe
cherry’.

The Home Girls

A young couple, Louisa and Jim, move to a new town and
settle there in a cosy house. Life turns more colourful and
complicated when one day in the street Jim runs into his exgirlfriend. They become friends and exchange home visit.
Louisa wants to impress their friends with her femininity
which is reflected in her cooking ability and kitchen
decoration. Feeling insecure, Louisa uses her cooling skills
and passion to protect her little family and to attract her
husband’s love.

The Home Girls

The story opens one spring Saturday of 1930 with the picture
of a mother and five children sitting at the dining table and
waiting anxiously for their father to come home from work.
The mother warns them of their behaviour which may cause
irritation in the father: “Now everyone behave when Father
comes,” Mother said. The whole family, particularly the
children, become totally dependent on the state of their
father’s temper to determine whether they will eat, talk, relax,
or be beaten. The mother becomes a mediator in every family
conflict. She is trapped in her marriage, her poverty and
insecurity, and her husband’s rages.

The Home Girls
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Publication
year

1982

Name of
stories
“The Dog
That
Squeaked”
(DS)

Short story

1985

“The Little
Chest”
(LC)

Short story

1985

“A Soft and
Simple
Woman”
(SW)

Short story

1985

“The
Teacher’s
Wife”
(TW)

Short story

1987

Amy’s
Children
(AC)

Novel

Brief overview

Source

The story starts with the image of a mother who is doing the
ironing for the family as usual. However, when the girl Tad
gets home from school, she notices that something unusual is
happening because her mother’s face “was shut like a
window and her mouth not a kissing one”. The mother is
angry because of her husband’s unfair treatment of her. Her
anger as a form of protest against the father and patriarchal
system can be demonstrated in the fact that she “flung [the
father’s shirt] back into the old basket” instead of ironing it,
then she keeps saying “father made [her] to do that!”. The
mother decides to stand up and fight for her dignity and
recognition.

The Home Girls

Mrs Schaefer has a passion for a particular piece of furniture
in the family - a chest. Considered “a centre piece for the
whole house”, the chest draws a lot of attention, energy, and
hard work from Mrs Schaefer. She would rather spend money
on soap than food. She knows exactly where the objects are
and how they should be arranged. Only when she finishes all
the chores, can she get out to friendly gatherings or
community events. Mrs Schaefer is truly “a particular
housekeeper”. However, her work is not always appreciated
by her husband.

A Long
Dying

Time

Mrs Laycock and her children experienced a lot of suffering
and had much to endure from the father’s patriarchal
behaviour and rages. She loves her children very much: she
cares for them and she comforts them every night, but she is
depicted as “too soft and simple to stand up to [the
husband]”. One day Mrs Laycock dramatically changes
herself and does what she can to protect her children with the
hope of bringing them a better future. She proves to be a
caring and responsible mother.

A Long
Dying

Time

From early in the story, the teacher’s wife Marie is
introduced as “very different” because she does not want to
stay at home and do the housework, but instead “[gets]
herself out of the house as often as she could”. Marie is
depicted as an extrovert and liberated woman who can reject
her feminine roles in favour of masculine ones. She prefers
playing tennis to spending time with her children. She dares
to express her “serious” thoughts and wants to “change a few
things”. By the end of the story, Marie refers to herself using
the image of a steer. Metaphorically, she really wants to do
the “masculine things” – the social duties, she fails because
she is a woman. She returns to her assigned duties, “dodging
among the children” and servicing tea. However, still
fighting for her autonomy and identity, she forms a dramatic
group in Cobargo and herself performs in most of the plays.

A Long
Dying

Time

Being unable to properly nurture her family and worried
about her bleak future, Amy decides to leave her children at
home with her mother and set out for Sydney. She is
described as young, clever, and quickly adjusts to city life.
She easily gets a job as well as attention from her boss. At
first, she is never physically close to her boss – a Mr Lance
Yates. However, together with the continuous consideration
and admiration from Mr Yates, Amy’s views on loyalty and
the maternal duties of a wife and a mother cannot defeat her
female desire. She eagerly welcomes Lance’s love and even
admits to him that “[She] is tired of waiting” to enjoy her
sexual fantasies with him.

Amy’s Children
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Selecting text extracts
The next step was to select the extracts from the chosen stories for investigation.
First I carried out a close reading of the stories to familiarise myself with them. I
selected the sections in which the contested features of femininity, as identified in
Chapter 1, appeared as prominent themes.
In most cases each story selected offers two or more extracts suitable for data
analysis. Note that the extracts are not identical in volume: the length of individual
extracts varies from 100 to 2010 words, since extracts were selected on the basis of
generic and semantic features, with the idea that each extract would provide a whole
episode or coherent story segment involving a specific kind of event or topic. For
instance, for Chapter 6, 142 clauses were selected from the short story, “The Lang
Women”. These clauses comprise a coherent section of the story in that they
represent an episode where the central character acts and reflects on her own body,
and this in turn depicts her as having an active engagement with her own sexuality.
The paired excerpt in that chapter contains 118 clauses from the novel Amy’s
Children, which represent an episode where the central character engages in sexual
activity with a partner, and reflects on these events.
To illustrate the kind of extracts used, here is one of the chosen extracts from the
story “The Lang Women”, which I investigated to discuss the features of femininity
and female sexuality:
Carrie was like a ripe cherry with thick black hair cut level with her ears and
in a fringe across her forehead. She was squarish in shape not dumpy or
overweight and with rounded limbs brown from exposure to the sun because
she and the grandmother Jess also a widow and the mother of Carrie’s dead
husband worked almost constantly in the open air on their small farm which
returned them a meagre living. Carrie was nicknamed Boxy since she was
once described in the village as good looking but a bit on the boxy side in
reference to her shape. When this got back to Carrie she worried about it
although it was early in the days of her widowhood and her mind was not
totally on her face and figure. Some time later at night with all her clothes off
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and before the mirror in the bedroom she would frown on herself turning from
side to side trying to decide if she fitted the description. She thought her
forehead and ears were two of her good points and she would lift her fringe
and study her face without it and lift her hair from her ears and look long at
her naked jawline then take her hands away and swing her head to allow her
hair to fall back into place. She would place a hand on her hip, dent a knee
forward, throw her shoulders back and think what a shame people could not
see her like this. “Not boxy at all,” she would say inside her throat which was
long for a shortish person and in which could be seen a little blue throbbing
pulse. She shook her head so that her thick hair swung wildly about then
settled down as if it had never been disturbed. “See that?” she would say to
her mother-in-law. (94)
This extract was chosen because it illustrates Masters’ careful selection of language
features and their role in achieving a broader literary effect. At the first glance, the
extract only gives a detailed description of a woman who cares for her own physical
appearance. However, when these choices in linguistic patterns are investigated, the
extract implies more than that: the woman’s actions suggest her longing for a freer
life, not being bound by patriarchal conventions – the woman wants to prove herself
and assert her identity.
It should be noted that there was no attempt to make either random or exhaustive
selections that could be taken as representing all of the types of Masters’ writing in a
statistical sense. Instead, I made deliberate choices of sections which I wished to
combine in term of linguistic features, having already identified these sections as
ways of illustrating strategic choices in dealing with a dimension of femininity that
was of interest. As a result, other parts of Masters’ work in which she perhaps shows
different types of language use do not negate the results found here, because for the
argument I am making, it is enough to demonstrate her strategic motivation for
choosing linguistic strategies in achieving the thematic choices already identified.
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2.2

The choice of clause as unit for analysis

In most traditional literary critique, analysis takes place at the level of narrative
sequence with additional focus at the level of specific vocabulary choices or
metaphors or motifs, but this is not usually a content ‘unit’ of analysis where every
element of that unit must be given a value of some kind. In many studies that adopt a
systemic approach to literary analysis, the primary unit of analysis is the sentence.
Within functional linguistics and stylistics, however, the unit of analysis is
commonly the clause, and hence the clause has been chosen as the primary unit of
analysis in the current study.
There are reasons for choosing the clause rather than the sentence (also known as the
clause complex) as the unit of analysis. The first reason is that in systemic functional
linguistics the clause is the most fundamental unit of grammar (Halliday and
Matthiessen 10). Halliday and Matthiessen claim that the clause can be considered as
the ‘gateway’ to the semantic system, where three different kinds of meanings,
ideational (clause as representation), interpersonal (clause as exchange) and textual
(clause as message), are combined to construe multi-functional patterns of meaning.
Making the same point, Angela Downing and Philip Locke argue that the
independent clause is the basis unit used to express meaning, either ideational,
interpersonal, or textual meanings (5). In every clause, each type of meaning is
expressed by its own structures which come from the observation of that clause as:
(a) a linguistic representation of our experience of the world via transitivity
structures; (b) a communicative exchange between participants via means of mood
structures; and (c) an organised message or text via means of thematic structures. In
his paper “Options and Functions in the English Clause”, Halliday also stresses that
a clause is structured simultaneously as a communicative act, a piece of information
and a representation of reality (81-82).
Support for the clause as the unit of analysis also comes from David Butt and his
associates who state that: “In all human languages so far studied, the clause is the
fundamental meaning structure in our linguistic communication with each other”
(33). They add, that for the realization of our ideas, clauses usually express our
experience of the world in terms of things and events and the different circumstances
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that surround those events (36). In a recent paper, Sandra A. Thompson and
Elizabeth Couper-Kuhlen argue for the clause as the locus of interaction. Clauses are
“understood as [predicating phrases that accompany it], while ‘sentence’ is a term
reserved for a unit that can consist of either a clause or a combination of clauses”
(499). Their argument centres on the notion of predicate (i.e., verb): hearers can
anticipate where a predicate occurs, and often what the nature of the predicate will
be. They can then anticipate when an utterance (or a clause) will end, because they
know what typically accompanies that predicate. For that understanding, in her
“Defining and Relating Text Segments”, Carmel Cloran takes the clause as the unit
of analysis and states that a clause must have two characteristics in order to realize a
message: it must be ranking and it must be non-projecting. Thus she analyses all
clauses except embedded and projecting clauses. In line with these pointers on the
function of a clause, I divided the texts into clauses, and this allowed me to mark up
and manipulate the texts for closer analysis.
The second reason for choosing the clause as the unit of analysis is that the clause is
an efficient unit for observing the text. Halliday, whose grammar of English was
ultimately motivated by the need for systemic accounts of language choices made in
literary works and other pedagogical applications, justifies the focus on independent
clauses in his The Systemic Functional Grammar (1994), saying that a clause and a
text are similar in many different ways, namely both have structure, coherence,
function, development, and character. He stresses that a clause is a kind of metaphor
for a text - and a text for a clause. Writers have choices with independent clauses:
they can choose to write them as simple sentences, existing on their own, or they can
string them together, with or without (coordinating or subordinating) conjunctions.
Let us consider the following example:
LW33a The rest of the little town knew about the bed time ritual // (LW33b)
since Walter Grant the postmaster rode out one evening // (LW33c) and
saw them through the window.///
This clause complex consists of three clauses. Each clause is identified by two upper
case letters indicating the story, Arabic numbers indicating the number of its clause
complex in the particular extract, and alphabetic characters indicating its clause
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number within the clause complex. Thus, for example, Clause LW33b above is the
second clause in the 33rd clause complex in “The Lang Women”.
Note however that the structure of the clause complex is not simple co-ordination.
Following Halliday and Matthiessen (2004) the clause complex can be represented
by the structure α x β1+β2, which shows that it contains co-ordination (parataxis)
nested within hypotactic enhancement (a type of subordination).
α The rest of the little town knew about the bed time ritual (LW33a)
x β1 since Walter Grant the postmaster rode out one evening (LW33b)
+ β2 and saw them through the window (LW33c)
In the first clause, which is an independent clause, the people of the little town
constitute the central grammatical participant - they are the ones who “knew”. In the
second clause a different character, Walter Grant, is the central grammatical
participant - he is the one who “rode”. Walter Grant is also the central grammatical
participant in the third clause: he is the one who “saw”, and is thus implied as the
source of the rumour of the bed time ritual.
In a transitivity analysis, one of the goals is to identify who is doing what in the
events the story depicts. If the unit of analysis is the clause complex or sentence, it is
hard to do so, because clause complexes, by their nature, represent multiple events.
In the example above, a clause-level analysis allows us to account for how Masters
has represented both the townsfolk and Walter Grant as having agentive roles of
different kinds - knowing, acting, and seeing - whereas a sentence level analysis
would not bring this out.

Accordingly, the clausal analysis, which indicates

experiential and interpersonal and textual expression, enables a deeper and more
detailed analysis of the text than the analysis at clause complex (sentence) level.
2.3

Analysing the data

For the purpose of the present study, a linguistic analysis of Olga Masters’ writing is
conducted. Information gathered from selected stories of Masters is analysed to build
up a general view of her characters. The analysis is conducted by examining extracts
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from the selected stories. The analysis is carried out along two dimensions: an
analysis of the representation of the main characters/participants through the process
types and participant roles and circumstantial elements by which they are
represented; as well as explaining issues associated with their personalities, thoughts,
and feelings. The data is investigated both quantitatively and qualitatively. These
quantitative and qualitative patterns will then serve as an investigation into how
language is used by the writer to portray the reality of her fictional characters.
My research focused on showing the results obtained when dealing with Processes,
Participants involved and the Circumstances in which the actions happen so as to
provide a more detailed account of the process types by which the characters are
described. My intention is to investigate occurrences quantitatively and then to set
up the dominant semantic preferences of lexical elements or the author’s choices of
language. Thus, I carried out a study of transitivity using Halliday’s systemic
functional framework which involves answering the question of how language users
make selections from the complex systems provided by the language to produce
appropriate texts and to offer a particular angle on interpreting these texts. In other
words, the analysis will serve to show what and how linguistic patterns are
constructed by Masters to achieve the writer’s point of view.
The systemic functional approach, which is most relevant to the purposes of this
study, refers to a functional linguistic model based on the works of Halliday and his
associates. As mentioned earlier, the system of transitivity deals with how clauses
are organized to express ideational meaning (Eggins; Halliday and Matthiessen).
That is, the distribution of process types, participants, and circumstances in a text
constructs a particular slice of reality. Analysing these patterns of transitivity reveals
how literary texts construct characters and setting. According to Halliday’s theory,
the type of transitivity patterns present in a text creates a picture of how an activity is
depicted in that text. In particular, the level of agency attached to participants
introduced in the discourse may indicate whether these participants have an active or
passive role in the activity. Together with process types, the people or objects
considered as participants in the process are allocated particular semantic roles in the
clause. Thus a transitivity analysis will reveal how the activity is represented,
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particularly what type of process signifies the activity, what participants get involved
and how, and in which circumstances the activity happens.
Since the main focus in a transitivity analysis is on determining the type of activity
of transitivity and level of agency in a clause through an exploration of the verbal
process types, participants, and circumstances, I adapted the categories used by
Suzanne Eggins (Systemic Functional Linguistics 2nded 214) and Halliday and
Matthiessen (260), in order to identify and classify all these linguistic elements.
Table 2.2 is a paradigm of process types, participants, and circumstances. This
system highlights how characters and their settings are construed through selection
of specific linguistic elements (more details about transitivity will be provided in
Chapter 3).
Table 2.2 The systemic functional linguistic analysis of transitivity
Process type

Main meaning

Material

‘doing’
action
event

Mental

Relational

Participants
directly involved
Actor, (Goal)/
‘doing’
‘happening’

‘sensing’
perception
affect
cognition
attribution
identification

‘attributing’
‘having’

‘sensing’
‘feeling’
‘thinking’
‘attributing’
‘identifying’

obliquely
involved
Recipient,
Client;
Scope;
Initiator;

Behavioural
Verbal

‘behaving’
‘saying’

Behaver
Sayer, Target

Existential

‘existing’

Existent

Location
Contingency
Cause

Senser,
Phenomenon
Carrier, Attribute
Token, Value

Circumstances
for all verbal
processes
Extent

Attributor,
Beneficiary,
Assigner
Behaviour
Receiver,
Verbiage

Accompaniment
Matter
Role
Manner
Angle

An introduction will be provided to the basic concepts of the systemic approach to
discourse analysis, one which has the following advantages: (1) it provides a
comprehensive and systematic model of language to describe and quantify language
patterns at different levels and at different levels of details; (2) it reveals the links
between language and social life so that the linguistic techniques used can shed light
on questions about Masters’ approach to social life, identity, values, and
interpersonal relations. From these results, conclusions will be drawn as to how
Masters’ writing linguistically represents 1930s Australian femininity.
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The analysis will identify and elaborate on significant linguistic patterns by
describing the linguistic features of the discourse. It is suggested that in the stories
every description with its particular lexical and grammatical selection allows an
interpretation/ implication for readers. Thus, one of the focuses of the study is on the
experiential and expressive values of words. The wordings that semantically signal
the identities, activities, and motivations of domesticity, motherhood, sexuality, and
feminine rebellion will be also noted. The study will also consider grammatical
choices in terms of the expression of agency and transitivity relations. This analysis
will allow access to patterns revealed in the texts in relation to knowledge, social
relations and social identities.
In Language and Power, Norman Fairclough suggests a three step procedure for
discourse analysis consisting of the description of text, the interpretation of the
relationship between text and interaction, and explanation of the relationship
between interaction and social context (21). In line with Fairclough’s model, the
procedure I carried out when analysing the data can be described as follows.
Firstly, I conducted a careful reading of the stories to get the main messages
conveyed by the author. I then made an intuitive analysis of the presence of
femininity as thematic focus, and gathered the extracts from the eight selected stories
by Masters in which the traits of femininity were, in my view, present. The selected
extracts were then examined using a discourse analysis approach.
The next step involved the division of each extract into clause complexes. The clause
complexes were then divided into clauses by identifying each process with its
associated participants and circumstances — who did what to whom, where, when,
how, why etc.. The identification of verbal groups that function as the processes for
the analysis of ideational metafunction was then undertaken. Embedded clauses
were marked off with double square brackets [[ ]]. Consider the following example:
AC7 He needs a haircut, // she thought, with the pain of a woman [[who
wanted to tell him as a wife would,]] // but knew // she hadn’t the right.///
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In the above example, the clause complex consists of four clauses. The clause within
the square brackets functions as the modifier of “a woman”. Normally embedded
clauses are excluded from the primary transitivity analysis in the study because they
do not have the status of ranking clause, unlike dependent or independent clauses.
However, from a lexical point of view, they may still be relevant: here the process in
the embedded clause is “tell” which together with the mental processes of the
ranking clauses, fills out the picture of a woman who thinks many things but does
not dare to speak.
I then identified the boundaries between clauses. On the basis of this, I was able to
make a provisional analysis of transitivity patterns. The process types in each clause
were identified and labelled. I looked into the process types, focusing on the process
choices between material action, mental processing, the expression of relational
connection, and of behavioural and verbal process. Then I considered which
entity/entities is/are presented as participants in a text’s representation of events.
Before I examined which participants the entity/entities were realised in, I
reconsidered which entities were inscribed as the main participants to avoid
overlooking the hidden participants. I found creating a table to track the introduction
and presence of participants and processes in the text very helpful as a way of
identifying the clausal boundaries and of analysing the ways in which functional
units were related to each other. This transitivity analysis then helped me to
understand the way in which Masters structured and organized her writing.
After that, I attended to circumstantial elements in the clauses of the texts. The
specification of a number of surrounding circumstances might have an impact on our
evaluation of a character’s actions and personality. For example, the circumstances
in Masters’ “The Little Chest” often refer to locations in the domestic sphere such as
kitchen, parlour, and hall, which strengthens the judgement that Mrs Schaefer is a
devoted housewife.
In short, during the analysis, I tried to identify the types of processes representing the
events, the roles of participants involved, the types of circumstances and the marking
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of agency included in the representation of a situation. Let’s consider the following
illustration.
LW18a

When

LW18b she
Senser

LW18c

although

LW18d and

this

got back

to Carrie

Verbiage

Verbal

Receiver

worried about

it

Mental

Phenomenon

it

was

early [in the days of her widowhood]

Carrier

Relational

Attribute/ Circumstance: location: temporal

her mind

was not

Carrier

Relational

totally

on her face and figure.
Circumstance: location: spatial (metaphorical)

(Masters “The Lang Women”)
Given that the number of process types is different across the extracts, percentages
are then calculated by dividing the total number of instances of each of the types by
the total number of clauses for each extract to enable a statistically valid comparison.
After the frequencies and percentages were calculated for each category (Processes,
Participants), frequency tables were derived from the sum total of the functional
units, as in Halliday’s and Eggins’ models (see Table 2.2). In Table 2.3 below is the
distribution of process types in the extract from “The Lang Women”. For the
purposes of this study which focuses on the linguistic representation of femininity,
only the processes involving the main character – Carrie – as a grammatical
participant were counted.
Table 2.3 Distribution of process types of Carrie in “The Lang Women” extract
Process types

Number

Percentages

Material

12

46.2%

Mental

4

15.3%

Relational

6

23.1%

Behavioural

2

7.7%

Verbal

2

7.7%

Total

26

100%

74

Briefly, according to Table 2.3, Material processes are of the highest frequency,
which indicates the main character Carrie’s world is dominated by activities. In fact,
she becomes an Actor of her actions and places an impact on the Goal that is her
body and her hair. There is only one Verbal process with Carrie as a Sayer. This
suggests that Carrie leads an introvert rather than an extrovert life.
The above findings, together with the consideration of involved participants and
circumstances, would contribute greatly to the study of the identity and personality
of the main character. Undeniably, the transitivity analyses were helpful in exploring
how the author construed the experiences of the participants.
Together with Halliday’s transitivity theory, I have also taken Hasan’s concept of
‘symbolic articulation’ as a helpful methodological tool to investigate Masters’ texts.
In Linguistics, Language, and Verbal Art, Hasan points out how a literary text
achieves a meaning beyond the simple meaning created by the system of signs that
the words and structures represent (96-98). To interpret a literary text, as suggested
by Hasan, three different but interlinked levels of meanings should be taken into
consideration: the verbalisation surface level with foregrounded meaning, the
symbolic articulation with literary meaning, and the theme with generalized
meaning. Hasan defines her essential concept of ‘symbolic articulation’ as the
middle level between the theme of a literary work and its language (verbalisation).
According to her, it is symbolic articulation that offers another deeper look at and
contributes to our understanding of a literary text and its themes because on the level
of verbalisation we only grasp the meaning of individual clauses and unite them as a
text, whereas the symbolic articulation offers access to the meaning ‘between the
lines’, based on lexico-grammatical patterns, symbols, and metaphors.
Using Hasan’s concept of ‘symbolic articulation’, it is clear that Masters’ stories can
lead us to see deeply into and beyond things through her employment of linguistic
elements and lexical choices usually related to the abstractions they represent which
convey far more than the mere words used. In Masters’ stories, the language style
and thematic meaning unite to create the deepest level of meaning or theme of a
literary text. For example, we may say that “The Little Chest” is about the daily
routine of Mrs Schaefer who spends her time and passion keeping the house clean.
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This assessment is only correct on the level of verbalisation but the lexicogrammatical or the linguistic elements used by Masters imply more than this: that
Mrs Schaefer’s domestic performance is a way for her to gain agency and identity, as
can be observed from the viewpoint of symbolic articulation. More broadly
speaking, by describing the ordinary life of ordinary people/women in many rural
regions of Australia, Masters brings us a picture of reality, but through her
deployment of linguistic patterns she invokes certain attitudes to gender inequality
and represents the negative impact of patriarchy and traditional social norms.
2.4

Chapter conclusion

The main research aim of this thesis is to explore how Olga Masters uses language to
create her portrayals of female characters and to convey her viewpoints on feminine
roles. In particular, this research is interested in how Masters’ writing reflects her
own feelings, attitudes, values and ideologies about femininity. The principal
methodology includes a close linguistic analysis of the narrative patterns within
selected texts and the ways in which these construe particular perspectives and
constitute particular social discourses.
I have drawn attention to the data collection procedure which is a result of both my
own reader position as well as the numerous decisions I have made at every step of
the research process, from the selection of a theoretical frame, to the selection of
research materials and to the preparation of the data for analysis, by breaking texts
into clauses, and labelling and grouping linguistic elements.
I have also mentioned the methods for analysing data. In this thesis, the grammatical
and lexical analysis, mainly based on systemic functional linguistics and critical
discourse analysis, proves to be a suitable theoretical approach to carry out the study
because it offers an opportunity to investigate not just the language but the ideology
of the texts that language reflects or creates. First, each text was divided into its
ranked constituents; that is, ranking and embedded clauses were identified. Second,
clause constituents were determined in each clause of the selected texts, and a
functional label was ascribed to each of the elements defined in the clause structure.
The detailed analysis has been carried out for the ideational metafunction
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(transitivity) in which all instances were counted and collated for each of the texts. In
order to gain the deepest interpretation of the messages Masters conveyed in her
texts, I have also taken Hasan’s concept of “symbolic articulation” as a guideline.
In the following chapter, I will expand on the approach used in this thesis by
outlining the theoretical framework of systemic functional linguistics, and giving a
brief account of the body of work that has used functional linguistics and related
approaches in the close study of literary texts.
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3 TEXT ANALYSIS – THEORY AND LITERARY APPLICATIONS
In the previous chapter, the overall research methodology was outlined, including the
procedures used in data collection and the techniques used for data analysis. In the
present chapter, I provide more detail about the specific theoretical framework of
systemic functional linguistics and motivate its use in the present thesis by giving
examples of how it has proven useful in other literary studies.
There are five sections in this chapter. The first section 3.1 explains the respective
roles of language, discourse and textual analysis in literary studies. Section 3.2
outlines the theoretical background which is essential to this study, giving an
overview of Halliday’s systemic functional linguistics. This section also explains
why the model of systemic functional linguistics has been chosen as the most
suitable approach for the study. Section 3.3 concentrates on Halliday’s description of
the ideational metafunction, summarizing the functional and grammatical description
of transitivity patterns, whose role in the study has been briefly illustrated already in
Chapter 2. Section 3.4 gives a short review of linguistic studies of literary texts. The
final section 3.5 provides a wrap up of the ideas mentioned in the entire chapter.
3.1

Language, discourse, and textual analysis

An important principle underpinning this study is that literary texts can be fruitfully
explored using theoretical and methodological tools designed to study language and
discourse. In this section I outline relevant views on language, discourse and textual
analysis that have guided my exploration of Olga Masters’ literary style and thematic
concerns.
It is now widely accepted that there has been what is described as a ‘turn’ towards
language or discourse in social research. Linda A. Wood and Rolf O. Kroger believe
language should be taken as not simply a tool for description and a medium of
communication but as a social practice, a way of doing things (4). James P. Gee even
claims that “language has a magical property: when we speak or write, we design
what we have to say to fit the situation in which we are communicating. But at the
same time, how we speak or write creates that very situation” (10). In other words,
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language is constitutive of thought and carries the traces of social routines. Language
shapes and reinforces attitudes and beliefs, it is a medium for cuing identities,
activities, values, and ideologies: we make or build things in the world through
language (Fowler 94).
In his Introduction to Functional Grammar, Halliday claims that “a language is
interpreted as a system of meanings, accompanied by forms through which the
meanings can be realized. The question is rather: ‘how are these meanings
expressed?’. This puts the forms of a language in a different perspective: as means to
an end, rather than as an end in themselves” (xiv). It is from this point of view that
systemic functional linguistics was developed by Halliday and his associates from
the 1960s onwards, and one of its goals was indeed that of providing better resources
for the description of literary affects achieved through language choices.
Fairclough claims that language “is a material form of ideology, and language is
invested by ideology” (Critical Discourse Analysis 73). Social language or discourse
is not only representational but intervenes in social change because “discourse
contributes to the creation and recreation of the relations, subjects … and objects
which populate the social world” (73). That is to say, discourse can be said to be a
combination of the communicative purposes by which “people produce texts to get a
message across, to express ideas and beliefs, to explain something, to get other
people to do certain things or to think in a certain way” (Widdowson 6). Discourses
are material effects of ideology and thus have a strong impact on shaping our sense
of reality.
To make it easier to understand and analyse discourse, in his Critical Discourse
Analysis, Fairclough outlines a three-dimensional model: (i) discourse as text, (ii)
discourse as discursive practice, and (iii) discourse as social practice (97). The
notion of discourse as text refers to the linguistic features and organization of
concrete instances of discourse where the choices and patterns of words should be
analysed. This dimension can also be taken as the object of analysis in the case of
verbal or visual, or verbal and visual texts. Discourse as discursive practice implies
that discourse is that which is produced, circulated, distributed and consumed in
society in the form of specific text types like magazines, articles, etc. … It refers to
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the processes by means of which the object is produced and received by human
subjects. Discourse as social practice examines the ideological effects and
hegemonic processes in which discourse is a feature. It refers to the socio-historical
conditions which govern these processes.
Fairclough also emphasizes the important role of discourse as a representational
device: “Different discourses are different perspectives on the world, and they are
associated with the different relations people have to the world, which in turn
depends on their positions in the world, their social and personal identities, and the
social relationships in which they stand to other people” (Analysing Discourse 124).
As noted by Gee, we are all members of a great many different discourses (27).
These discourses both reflect and influence the ways we conceptualize and talk
about things. They also shape the ways we think, speak, and act in ways that confirm
us as member of a socially meaningful group, such as a woman, a worker, or a
student.
In the present study, discourse is seen as both a theoretical framework and a practical
methodological approach. According to Wood and Kroger, the overall goal of the
critical discourse analysis is to explain what is being done in the discourse and how
this is accomplished: that is, how the discourse is structured or organized to perform
various functions and achieve various effects or consequences (10). They suggest
this can be done by investigating the choices the writers make to build up a text.
These choices can be seen in the representation of action, agent, and circumstances.
On a similar point, Barbara Johnstone states that “discourse analysis is the study of
language, the everyday sense in which most people use the term” (2). Then she adds,
“texts and their interpretations are shaped by the structural resources that are
available and the structural choices text-builders make” (12). In other words,
discourse analysis helps us understand how practitioners use diverse patterns of
lexicon and grammar to present and / or reinforce certain traits of thought and
ideologies. As the aim of the study is to gain an insight into the use of language in
Masters’ fiction and the linguistic choices made by her as an author, it seems
appropriate to opt for a methodology based on discourse analysis.
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In Analysing Discourse, Fairclough claims that it is impossible to gain a real
understanding of the socially constructive effects of discourse if no close
examination is carried out of what happens in the language when people talk or
write. Therefore, textual analysis can be a useful research tool that can be used to
draw out meaning through interpretation of one or more texts which allows the
researchers to make generalizations about a group, culture, or society (3). Fairclough
suggests that textual analysis seeks to get beneath the surface (denotative) meanings
and investigate more subtle (connotative) social meanings, because language is seen
as inseparable from social life (“Discourse and Text”194-95). I understand a textual
analysis approach often considers culture as a ‘narrative’, involving analysis of the
form and organization of texts.
With all the above advantages, it is clear that textual analysis is useful for this study
as a tool to investigate how language is used to portray femininity in Masters’
fiction. It can be used to unfold the linguistic representation of femininity in
Masters’ fiction writing and by so doing, to enrich our understanding of 1980s
writing by Australian female writers. This textual analysis is critical in the sense that
it aims to reflect the extent to which the goals of the author for each individual topic
and its texture can be seen as brought to fruition through the language of her texts.
The present study is set within the framework of systemic functional grammar. In
this framework, language is seen as resource, and the notion of choice is crucial: the
possibilities chosen are always considered against the possibilities of what could
have been chosen or what is more often typically chosen. The goal of systemic
functional grammar is to explore the range of grammatical and lexical choices that
we can use to express meanings (Thompson 7-8). It also highlights different patterns
in text data to penetrate into why and how these choices are made from the
grammatical structures and vocabulary available. The present analysis of Olga
Masters’ fiction writing will draw largely on the framework of lexicogrammatical
and discourse analysis developed by M.A.K. Halliday and his associates
(Matthiessen, Eggins, Hasan). The following sections deal with the model of
systemic functional grammar and reveal the reasons for adopting this model as the
most suitable approach for the current research.
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3.2

Systemic Functional Linguistics: a functional approach to discourse

As mentioned before, the main focus of the current study is to examine the linguistic
representation of femininity in Olga Masters’ writing. After a pilot quantitative and
qualitative analysis of the distribution of processes types in the femininity-related
texts, the framework of transitivity as explained in Halliday & Matthiessen’s and
Eggins’s grammatical system was found to be productive and feasible for the present
research. This section will deal with the basic principles of systematic functional
linguistics with the aim of providing a better understanding of the metafunctions of
language, particularly the ideational function, and one of its key systems, transitivity.
Critical linguistics takes its place among many other disciplines which highlight the
interrelation between language, thought and action. It is based on the idea that the
language choices people make when communicating closely connect to their social
views, positions, and to their social relations. Because language is used functionally,
what is said depends on what one needs to accomplish and in which situations.
In Halliday’s theory, all languages are organised around three main kinds of
metafunctions which are simultaneously reflected in the structure of every clause:
the ideational, interpersonal, and textual metafunctions (Halliday and Matthiessen
58-62). Among them, the ideational metafunction includes two subtypes, the
experiential, which is clause as representation, and the logical, which is how the
experience of each clause may be linked together with that of other clauses. Since
the study focuses on transitivity analysis, I shall limit myself to the experiential
metafunction which serves for the expression of ‘content’ in language, that is, our
experience of the real world, including the experience of our inner world. It covers
the use of language to describe events, the participants in events, and the
circumstances involved in these events: i.e. who does what to whom, in what
circumstances.
The interpersonal metafunction refers to the use of language to interact with people
and to establish and maintain social relations: how the individual is identified and
reinforced in this aspect by his/her interactions with others, allowing them to express
both social role relations and their own individuality. Our roles and relationships
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with other people and our attitudes towards others are expressed through the
interpersonal metafunction. This line of meaning in a clause comes from the clause
serving as an exchange between interlocutors. In other words, language serves not
only to deliver information but also to mediate personal roles and social
relationships.
The textual metafunction creates links between features of the text and elements in
the context of situation; it refers to the flow of information or the manner in which a
text is organized. In other words, the textual metafunction relates to the clause as
message. The clause gets much of its meaning as a message from its thematic
structure. Halliday and Matthiessen define the Theme of the clause as a starting point
of the message: it is what the clause is going to be about (64). It includes the
message in a text, indicating the identity of text relations. The Theme serves to
locate and orientate the clause within the context. The other part of the message that
extends and elaborates the Theme is the Rheme. In other words, Theme comes first
and after that Rheme appears to expand, justify and provide additional information
to preceding information.
The ideational metafunction is primarily realized through the transitivity system,
which refers to the choice of process (realised by the verbal groups), participants
(nominal groups), and circumstances (adverbial groups or prepositional phrases)
within a clause; the interpersonal metafunction is realized largely through the mood
system which refers to whether the propositions are structured as declaratives,
interrogatives, or imperatives; and the textual metafunction is realized through the
Theme-Rheme system which can be useful to stylistic analysis through its
combination with an analysis of information that is presented by the speaker/ writer
as recoverable (Given) or not recoverable (New) to the listener/ reader.
Halliday also claims that the three metafunctions present in language are not
accidental but are necessarily in place because we need them to perform functions in
social life. Any text, therefore, simultaneously reflects the three different strands of
meaning in its particular context. These metafunctions are simultaneous and
complementary, which means each element of a clause (or simple sentence)
performs several functions at a time.
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For example, in the clause, “She put the apricots with four tomatoes in varying
shades of ripeness into a basket the next afternoon” (Masters “The Done Thing” 53),
every element of the clause performs a function across each of the three
complementary metafunctions. From the point of view of the experiential
metafunction, the elements are signified by the Actor (She), the material process
(put), the Goal (the apricots), and the three Circumstances, one of Accompaniment
(with four tomatoes in varying shades of ripeness), one of Spatial Location (into a
basket) and one of Temporal Location (the following afternoon). From the point of
view of the interpersonal metafunction the elements are realized in the Mood
element (the Subject She plus the Finite: “past tense”4) and the Residue (the
Predicator: put, the Complement: the apricots and the three Adjuncts: with four
tomatoes [in varying shades of ripeness]; + into a basket + the following afternoon.
In the textual metafunction, the elements are classified Theme (She) and Rheme (put
the apricots with four tomatoes in varying shades of ripeness into a basket the
following afternoon). As can be seen, each element of the sentence holds several
functions at the same time and is interpreted at various levels.
What is of interest here is that there are typical ways (known as “unmarked”) and
less typical (“marked”) ways of mapping clause elements across these three
functions and it is in the interplay between the metafunctions, and the interplay
between marked and unmarked mappings of these functions, and the building up of
patterns that point to a particular view, that the ‘invisible hand’ of an individual
author’s design, or of a culture’s ideological stance, can be seen.
For instance, in the above example, the chosen arrangement of elements is for the
Subject She to conflate with the Actor She and the Theme She, producing an
“unmarked” construction. If the author had chosen to write “The following day, the
apricots and tomatoes were put into a basket...” then even in this one sentence, there
is slight change in the text’s semantic drift: the focus moves away from Louisa as an
Actor, and onto the time sequence of the narrative, because Louisa is no longer
Subject and Theme in the revised sentence, and is only a possible, unnamed Actor.
4

The interpersonal element Finite: past tense is a feature of the verb that, in this case, provides the
temporal anchoring of the action in this clause. It is not realized by a separate word but merely by the
‘feature’ ‘past tense’ on the verb to put. In other cases it may be realised by an auxiliary verb, e.g. She
will put.
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Instead, the time of the event “the following day” has become the Theme, and “the
apricots and tomatoes” now constitutes the grammatical Subject. If such subtle
changes are made consistently to surrounding clauses, their effect can build up to
produce quite significant changes in how characters and events are depicted, and
ultimately to give quite a different meaning to a whole story or body of work.
In the “apricots and tomatoes” example as written by Masters, the conflation of
Subject, Actor and Theme allows an extensive use of Circumstantial Adjuncts. This
is rather unusual, and can be seen to work towards a text purpose of depicting the
central character, Louisa, as a woman whose identity and inner life is tied up with
food and cooking. Interestingly, the original ordering of the Adjuncts, whereby the
character Louisa is depicted as putting the apricots “with four tomatoes in varying
shades of ripeness into a basket the following afternoon” offers a possible ambiguity
- are the apricots in different shades of ripeness too, or just the tomatoes? The foodconscious reader is likely to appreciate that apricots might be consumed in one
sitting, whereas tomatoes are more likely to be eaten one at a time on different days,
so such a reader will probably settle on just the tomatoes being varied, interpreting
this passage as depicting a character (and identifying the author) as someone who is
as thoughtful about gifts of fresh produce as they might be themselves under similar
circumstances. From the point of view of literary criticism, such subtle choices of
syntactic arrangement can be seen as an important and under-examined resource for
the construction of character, point of view and literary theme.
Having explained the three metafunctions proposed by Halliday and the meaning
they carry, I shall limit my analysis here to the experiential metafunction,
particularly the semantic roles depicted by the grammatical concept of transitivity,
by mainly investigating grammatical features – choice of processes, choice and
number of participants, and circumstances, as my main tool of analysis for
identifying the traits of femininity in Olga Masters’ writing. By examining the
experiential metafunction the analyst can uncover the way in which the writer of a
text envisages the events taking place in the imagined world of the characters;
focusing on the experiential metafunction allows the analyst to examine how
language is used as a resource for representing the world by looking at the
transitivity configurations of processes-participants. With transitivity, a close
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analysis of lexicon and grammar can be obtained: as J.R. Martin claims “it allows us
to ask questions about who is acting, what kinds of action they undertake, and who
or what if anything they act upon” (276). While an analysis of Masters’ stories from
all three metafunctions would be very revealing, it is beyond the scope of this thesis
to conduct an exhaustive cross-metafunctional account. An ergative analysis in
addition to a transitive analysis would help to build a fuller picture of the way in
which agency is construed in Masters’ writing, but because the thesis comprises
linguistic and literary approaches, and because transitivity analysis contains
significant information about agency, transitivity alone is felt to be sufficient for the
purpose of this thesis, which is to explore how Masters represents femininity.
The next section illustrates how the functional model has been used in various
analyses and what the findings point to, as well as presenting the perspective of
transitivity, according to which actions and events can be interpreted.
3.3

The Hallidayan approach to Ideational metafunction and transitivity

In constructing experiential meaning, there is one major system of grammatical
choice involved: the transitivity systems, those which “are concerned with the type
of process expressed in the clause, with the participants in this process” (Halliday
“Notes on Transitivity – Part 1” 38). I have chosen transitivity because among all the
grammatical aspects which might be analysed, it produces the most fruitful data on
these texts for the purposes of this research. In his An Introduction to Functional
Grammar, Halliday identifies transitivity as follows:
Language enables human beings to build a mental picture of reality, to make
sense of their experience of what goes on around them and inside them. …Our
most powerful impression of experience is that it consists of ‘goings-on’ happening, doing, sensing, meaning, and being and becoming. All these
goings-on are sorted out in the grammar of the clause. …The grammatical
system by which this is achieved is TRANSITIVITY. The transitivity system
construes the world of experience into a manageable set of PROCESS TYPES.
(106)
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From an analytical point of view, “[t]he transitivity system construes the world of
experience into a manageable set of process types” (Halliday and Matthiessen 170);
and particular transitivity patterns may “endow the character with a certain
ideological position” in a literary text (Fowler Linguistic Criticism 171). Clauses
represent events and processes of various kinds, and transitivity specifies how the
action is performed, by whom and on what. As part of the experiential function of
language, it is an essential tool in the analysis of representation. Crucially, different
social structures and values are often reflected by different patterns of transitivity.
While Gunther Kress states that transitivity is representation in language processes,
Simpson asserts that transitivity refers generally to how meaning is represented in
the clause (88). James R. Martin, Christian Matthiessen, and Clare Painter describe
transitivity as “a source of construing our experience in terms of configurations of a
process, participants, and circumstances” (102). They claim that transitivity can
show how speakers/ writers encode in language their mental reflection of the world
and how they account for their experience of the world around them.
Halliday’s argument that transitivity is measurable will be used to study the clausal
structure which is based on the main verb of the sentence. The essential difference
underlying processes which Halliday points out is the difference between outsideoneself processes referring to actions and events and inside-oneself processes
referring to observation and reflection. The transitivity system is realised in the three
following structural elements (Functional Grammar 107-09):
(1) The Process which can be a state, an action, an event, a transition or change,
a process of doing, sensing, saying, behaving, or existing. The Process is
realized through a verbal group, e.g., sang, was singing, wanted to sing.
(2) The Participants which refer to the involvement of persons, objects, or
abstractions with different labels such as Actor and Goal; Senser and
Phenomenon; and Carrier and Attribute. A Participant is usually realized by a
nominal group, e.g. All the ripe apricots, Louisa, the man in the red jumper.
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(3) The Circumstances which are the expressions of time, place, manner, means,
cause, conditions… They answer the questions of when, where, why and how
the processes occur. They are generally realised by adverbial groups and
prepositional groups, e.g. slowly, on Tuesday, for dinner, instead of a snack.
Halliday and Matthiessen state that though the Process may be considered central,
other important elements are the Participant or Participants which help to bring about
the Process, which means that the configuration of Process plus Participants
constitutes the core centre of the clause (176). This core may be extended
temporally, spatially, causally, and so on by circumstantial elements or
Circumstances. For example, the clause “Louisa did her shopping quickly and
efficiently” (Masters “The Done Thing” 50), the Process is represented by the verb
form did; Louisa and her shopping function as Participants; and quickly and
efficiently as Circumstances. Thus, in order to carry out a transitivity analysis of a
clause structure, Eggins suggests we should investigate those three aspects of the
clause: a process unfolding through time, the participants involved in the process,
and circumstances associated with the process (Systemic Functional Linguistics
2nded 214). In other words, in describing the grammar of the clause as representation
we need to consider both the differences between process types, the associated
differences in functional participant roles, and the possible choice of circumstances.
Each individual Process is accompanied by a particular configuration of Participants.
Halliday and Matthiessen’s classification below and the examples which are taken
from the research data will illustrate the theory and familiarize the reader with the
kind of texts the study deals with.
According to this theory, Halliday and Matthiessen propose six different processes
types which are distinguished according to whether they represent actions, speech,
states of mind or states of being. These are classified as material processes, relational
processes, mental processes, verbal processes, behavioural processes and existential
processes (168-248).
Material processes are processes of doing (making, creating, going, and happening),
both physical, tangible actions and abstract actions or happenings. Halliday and
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Matthiessen call these ‘action processes’ expressing the fact that something or
someone undertakes some action or some entity ‘does’ something – which may be
done to some other entity. These processes can be probed by asking what did x do?
Two essential participants of a material process are an Actor – the doer of the
process – and optionally a Goal – the person or entity affected by the process: “She
[Actor] opened [material Process] the refrigerator door [Goal]” (Masters “The Done
Thing” 49). The clause can represent the action either from an active perspective:
“The teacher told her students about the next exam” (my example), or from passive
perspective: “The students were told about the next exam” (my example). Verbs like
dig, write, repair, send, give, resign, cheer, hit, carry, strike, bury, roll, ruin, eat,
make, write, kick, run, paint, construct, build, cook, give, send, lend, grant, pay,
fetch, buy, pour, bake, shake, shut, stand, start, stretch, tighten, turn are examples of
verbs as material processes, to mention but a few (Halliday and Matthiessen 187188).
Mental processes encode mental reactions such as perceptions, thoughts and
feelings. In this case, it is no longer about ‘doing’ but about ‘sensing’. In other
words, mental processes give an insight into people’s consciousness and how they
sense the experience of reality. According to Halliday (Functional Grammar 117),
they express perception (e.g. hearing or smelling); affection (e.g. liking or hating),
and cognition (e.g. understanding or thinking). These processes can be probed by
asking what do you think/ feel/ know about x? Mental processes have two
participants: the Senser – the conscious being who is involved in a mental process and the Phenomenon - which is felt, thought, or seen by the conscious Senser: “She
[Senser] likes [mental Process] the place [Phenomenon]” (Masters “The Done
Thing” 50). One of the main differences between material processes and mental
processes is that one of the participants in a mental process, the Senser, must be a
conscious being, whereas in material processes participants may be any kind of
entity (David Rose 297). Examples of this kind of process are the perceptive verbs
such as see, sense, feel, smell; cognitive verbs such as know, believe, think,
remember; desiderative verbs such as want, wish, would like, long for; and emotive
verbs such as like, hate, like, love, enjoy, please, delight, dislike, hate, detest, grieve,
to mention but a few (Halliday and Matthiessen 210).
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Relational processes construe relationships of being and having between two
participants. In relational processes a participant is characterised, identified, or
situated circumstantially. There are two basic types of relational Processes; one is the
identifying process which serves the purpose of defining, and the participants
involved are Token and Value: “My office [Token] was [relational Process] the room
on the right [Value]” (my example). Here the Value serves to define the identity of
the Token. The other type of relational process is attributive, which serves to
describe. The participants associated with it are the Carrier and the Attribute and we
can say that ‘the X (realized by Carrier) is a member of the class Y (realized by
Attribute)’: “She [Carrier] was [relational process] squarish in shape [Attribute]”
(Masters “The Lang Women” 94). Examples of verbs serving as relational processes
are: be, become, belong, get, lie, own, need, deserve, have, lack, last, include,
exclude, contain, seem, stand and turn, among many others (Halliday and
Matthiessen 228).
There are also three subsidiary process types that share characteristic features of
each of the three main processes above (Halliday and Matthiessen 248). Between
material and mental processes lie behavioural processes that characterize the outer
expression of inner workings and include physiological and psychological
behaviours such as breathing, laughing, sneezing. Sometimes it is difficult to identify
behavioural processes because they resemble either mental or verbal processes in
which one participant is typically a conscious being (David Rose 306). However,
behavioural processes do not project, so behavioural processes usually have one
participant who is typically a conscious one, known as the Behaver as in “She
[Behaver] glanced through the funny little window” (Masters “The Done Things”
54), whereas mental and verbal processes must include a second participant with the
meaning of Phenomenon or Verbiage or Projection. Examples of behavioural
processes include watch, look, stare, listen, cry, laugh, breathe, sneeze, grimace,
scowl, grin, taste, sniff, stare, gawk, breathe, cough, snuffle, smile, frown, pout and
dream (Halliday and Matthiessen 251) .
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Between mental and relational processes one can place verbal processes, which
represent the art of saying and its synonyms like tell, report, persuade, urge,
announce. Usually three participants are involved in verbal processes: the Sayer who
performs the verbal process; the Receiver who is the person at whom the verbal
process is directed; and the Verbiage which is the nominalised statement of the
verbal process: “The teacher [Sayer] told [verbal Process] the students [Receiver]
about the next exam [Verbiage]” (my example).
Between relational and material processes are existential processes which represent
states of being and existing. Existential processes typically employ the verb be or its
synonyms such as exist, arise, occur, follow, appear, emerge, and remain. The only
participant in this process is Existent which follows the there is /are sequences:
“There was [existential Process] another fairly regular Sunday afternoon activity for
Mrs Schaefer [Existent]” (Masters “The Little Chest” 30).
There is nothing intrinsically superior or inferior about the different process types,
and no priority of one process type over another. These six process types can be
thought of as forming a circle with the main three processes linked by the three inbetween processes. The process types actually form a continuum, with each type
shading into the next on the circle, so identifying a process to one of the six
categories is not always simple.
The main criteria for recognizing the various process types are shown in Table 3.1
below.
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Table 3.1 Summary of process types, participant roles, and circumstances
(Butt et al., pp. 62-65)
Domain

Restrictions

Participants

outside
activities: doing
something

none:
anyone/
anything can do

Circumstances
Type
Questions

Process type
and function
Material
to construe the
material world
of doing
Behavioural
to construe
conscious
behaviour

physiological &
psychological
behaviour: the
doing version of
mental and
verbal processes

needs
consciousness

Mental
to construe and
may project the
inner world of
consciousness

inside activities:
thinking,
knowing, liking,
wanting,
perceiving

needs
consciousness
& human
characteristics

bringing inside
outside: saying
something

none:
anyone/
anything can
say

Senser = doer
Phenomenon =
thing
known/
liked/
disliked/
wanted/
perceived
Sayer = doer
Verbiage = said
Receiver = said to
Target = said
about

introducing new
participants

none

Existent

Verbal
to construe
saying

Actor = doer
Goal = affected
Range = not
affected
Beneficiary =
to/for
Behaver = doer
Behaviour = done

Existential
to construe
existence
Relational
Attributive
to construe
relationships of
description
Relational
Identifying
to construe
relationships of
identification
and equation

characterising
membership of a
class

decoding known
meanings and
encoding new
meanings

none

Carrier = thing
described
Attribute =
description
Token = form
Value = function/
role

none

Extent:

How long?
How far?
How many
times?

Location:

Where?
When?

Contingency:

If what?

Cause:

Why?
What for?

Accompaniment:

With
whom?
Who else?
But not
who?

Matter:

What about?

Role:

What as?

Manner:
means

How?
What with?

quality
comparison

How?
What like?

Angle:

According
to whom?

For instance, the definition of behavioural processes as “physiological and
psychological behaviour, like breathing, dreaming, smiling, coughing” (Halliday and
Matthiessen 248), may lead to some confusion, because they border on other
processes: they are similar to material processes in that they can include physical
manifestation (e.g., cough, dance); they usually include the physical manifestation of
verbal processes (e.g., talk, yell); and the physical manifestation of mental processes
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(look, listen, worry, etc.) and mental states (cry, laugh, smile). For example, the
process “laughed” in the example “He laughed at his friend’s ideas”, can be
identified as a behavioural process because it manifests a behavioural reaction to
some phenomenon. On this point Geoff Thompson notes that verbs Halliday
includes as behaviourals such as “dance” and “sing” might just as well be classed as
material (104). That is why Halliday and Matthiessen portray the interrelationship
between transitivity processes as a circle which enables us to construe our
experiential meanings of the world - how we perceive what is going on (171-72).
Importantly, however, the process type categories themselves are not merely
notional categories but are based on grammatical functions, so although individual
examples might be difficult to categorize, the categories themselves are theoretically
robust. For instance, material Processes take the present continuous tense as their
unmarked present (e.g. I am running) whereas mental processes take the simple
present (I want a run).
A transitivity analysis is also useful in characterizing the participants involved, how
they locate themselves in relation to others, and whether they take an active or
passive role in communication. Also with transitivity we can understand how the
fictional characters experience their world of actions and relations. Here are
examples of different process types from Olga Masters’ The Home Girls.
Table 3.2 Examples of process types from Olga Masters’ The Home Girls
Process Type

Examples
(Participants; Process; Circumstances)

Material

Louisa did her shopping quickly and efficiently

Behavioural

He looked around the table

Mental

She liked the place

Verbal

“It was funny” he said

Relational

She was at the front door

Existential

There was a little more light in the room

As mentioned earlier, together with process types, another important element of the
clause as representation is the participant which is directly involved in the process
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either by bringing about the process or being influenced by it (Halliday and
Matthiessen 175). Each individual Process type is accompanied by particular
Participant functions (see Table 3.1).The combination of the Participant and the
Process establishes the experiential core of the clause.
Around this centre there is a periphery in which circumstantial elements extend the
Process temporally, causally, spatially and so on, being realized by an adverbial
group or prepositional phrase (see Table 3.2). The notion of Circumstance is
explained by Thomas Bloor and Meriel Bloor as “being concerned with such matters
as the settings, temporal and physical, the manner in which the process is
implemented, and the people or other entities accompanying the process rather than
directly engaged in it” (131).
To do a transitivity analysis it is first necessary to identify the Process that a clause
expresses, whether there is a conscious individual doing the action to another entity,
or whether the action is one of saying, thinking, or feeling, etc. It is then necessary to
identify patterns in the use of these processes and their supporting elements. In a
nutshell, carrying out a transitivity analysis often involves three elements: the
Process type, its Participants and the Circumstances.
This section has summarized the grammatical description of transitivity structure,
including [verbal] Processes, Participants and Circumstances. Because of its
complexity, transitivity is not as easily visible to practitioners or readers as other
linguistic features. It is not just the things that readers can see or feel by only looking
at a text. The outline above is naturally far from extensive, and does not cover all
aspects of the model of transitivity within systemic functional linguistics. However,
this presentation suffices for present purposes, one of whose aims is to map the
linguistic choices in Masters’ fiction.
The next section overviews several previous linguistic, or ‘stylistic’, analyses of
literary texts which have provided some guidelines for my research.

94

3.4

The linguistic analysis of literary texts

While the previous section offered a broad overview of systemic functional
linguistics as the foundation for the subsequent chapters, the following sections will
introduce some pioneering linguistic analysis of literary texts which the present
investigation draws on in different ways. This introduction does not aim to provide a
full inventory of previous linguistic studies of literary texts but rather to discuss how
the concepts of systemic functional linguistics, particularly transitivity, have been
used critically in literary texts.
Apart from the fact that systemic functional linguistics offers an integrated,
comprehensive and systematic model of language which may be applied to discourse
analysis, as well as helping analysts theorise the relationship between language and
social life, a framework of textual analysis based on systemic functional linguistics
is used here to study the linguistic representation of femininity in Olga Masters’
fiction writing because of the advantages this system offers in enabling a ‘dissection’
of language in use. There have appeared a number of stylistic investigations into
transitivity in literary narratives sharing this aim.
One of the most influential studies in stylistics using this method is Halliday’s
analysis of William Golding’s The Inheritors (Carter and Stockwell 19). In this
work, Halliday (“Linguistic Function”) shows how the patterns of transitivity in
three selected passages of the novel demonstrate the limited knowledge of
technology and the vulnerability of the tribe. In his analysis Halliday shows how
inanimate objects or human body parts appear in the text as the affected participants
of transitive verbs, and that the protagonist, Lok, is the Actor of material processes
but his action is always intransitive. The image is one in which Lok acts but does not
act on things; he moves, but moves only himself, not other objects, e.g. “The man
turned sideways in the bushes, he rushed to the edge of the water”, and “Lok turned
away” (109). There are several material clauses but the processes are again of simple
movements or intransitive such as “turn”, “move”, and “crouch”. This lack of
transitive clauses of action with human subjects reveals Lok’s and his tribe’s
limitations when faced with a new group of people who possess more sophisticated
tools and ways of dealing with everyday life.
95

Similarly, in a transitivity analysis of Sheila Watson’s The Double Hook, Yinglin Ji
and Dan Shen demonstrate that the transitivity model can function as a useful tool in
revealing the process of a character’s mental transformation, and, further, that a
transitivity analysis may shed fresh light on the interpretation of the text. Their
analysis reveals that the character James’s return journey is marked by a change
from inertia to activeness, from perplexity to resolution, from individual isolation to
a sense of community, which is constructed in large part through an increase in
material and mental processes.
In her book Linguistics, Language, and Verbal Art, Hasan analyses the poem
“Widower in the Country” by Les Murray, showing how the author’s linguistic
choices express the theme of the story and pointing out features of language that are
prominent and meaningful in the depiction of the protagonist still grieving for the
loss of his wife. With the concept of the term ‘-ER role’ referring to active
participants such as Actor, Behaver, Senser, Sayer, and Carrier, and the term ‘-ED
role’ referring to passive participants including Goal, Range, Phenomenon, etc.,
Hasan’s transitivity investigation of the poem shows that the man’s daily schedule is
very ordered and quite tedious. This is reflected in the high distribution of material
processes in which the widower is the only human in an ‘-ER role’ throughout the
poem. That there is no verbal process in this poem demonstrates that the widower is
depressed, he does not feel like communicating with the world. He is almost robotlike, on his work on the property. Although no individual clause of the poem
encodes the widower as saying he is alone, sad, and completely isolated, in her own
terms, what Hasan is ‘making visible’ here is the symbolic articulation of a theme such as the isolation of widowerhood - through the author’s strategic co-ordination
of many different language features to show or suggest such themes, rather than
explicitly state them.
A much-cited study is Deirdre Burton’s stylistic analysis of a sequence from Sylvia
Plath’s The Bell Jar. By looking at the transitivity patterns, Burton uncovered key
textual resources used by Plath to depict gendered institutional relationships between
doctors / nurses and a female patient. The domination of Actor roles taken by the
medical staff in the analysis indicates that they have an active influence on the
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female patient who is almost always represented as a Goal / Range in intransitive
processes.
In his analysis of how characters are constructed through patterns of transitivity,
Michael J. Toolan states that “we rapidly obtain a preliminary picture of who is
agentive, who is affected, whether characters are doers or thinkers, whether
instruments and forces in the world dominate in the representation” (115). Martin
Montgomery uses systemic functional linguistics to explore how character is
represented and how the text is constructed to achieve meaning through the patterns
of transitivity employed in a Hemingway short story “The Revolutionist”. In his
analysis, Montgomery points out the large portion of the process types engaged in by
the revolutionist turns out to be the material action types; however the revolutionist
is inscribed more often in the role of affected than the role of agent (132-33). This
means he is experiencing the effects of other people’s agency rather than acting on
others. When the revolutionist is an agent (Actor) in these material clauses, he is not
often associated with any affected entities, e.g. “he was travelling …” or “he had
walked much”. Montgomery then notices that the revolutionist is also realized as
Senser or Sayer as in “he believed altogether in the world revolution”, “he did not
like Mantegna”. From the detailed transitivity analysis of the story, Montgomery
comes to the conclusion that as a character, the revolutionist might be summed up as
‘intransitive’ rather than ‘transitive’. In fact Montgomery’s analysis helps to
demonstrate how our perception of fictional characters is moulded by the ways in
which they act or are acted upon, which is coded in the language choice and use.
Overall, a writer uses patterns of transitivity and lexical relations to build characters
and create a particular perspective on them. Such an analysis provides us with a way
of seeing how texts make meaning through the distribution of patterns of meaning at
the clause and whole-text level. As Eggins states:
Describing grammatical patterns of transitivity, Mood, and Theme allows us
to look for description of the types of meaning being made in a text: how the
semantics are expressed through the clause elements; and how the semantics
are themselves the expression of contextual dimensions within which the text
was produced. (Systemic Functional Linguistics 1sted 84)
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Systemic functional linguists such as Halliday and Matthiessen and Halliday and
Hasan also articulate the unique properties of an individual text and show how they
relate to the more general language system. Halliday and Matthiessen emphasize
how at one pole, a text can be seen as a general set of patterns that belong to a
particular text type (e.g., a narrative or a poem). For example, in analysing a
traditional literary narrative, a reader may look at how the writer complied or not
with certain generic expectations (i.e., setting, conflict, resolution). At the other pole,
the narrative can be viewed in terms of the material situation that influenced it, e.g.,
how the readers’ knowledge influenced the lexical choices a person made in telling a
story. Halliday and Matthiessen stress the importance of always acknowledging the
dialectical tension between these two poles:
Text has the power to create its own environment; but it has this power
because of the way the system has evolved, by making meaning out of the
environment as it was given. (29)
In other words, cultural and situational parameters impact on the range of choices a
speaker/writer has in making meaning: a text will be seen as coherent by a discourse
community only to the degree that it adheres to certain experiential expectations
about what type of language should be used or indeed who gets to use it in a
particular context (Halliday and Hasan). For example, to create an experimental and
subversive literary narrative, a writer knows well and plays against normative
expectations about what linguistic resources are used in canonical narratives
(Toolan). Echoing the point, Fowler (Linguistic Criticism) sees an inseparable
connection between the linguistic structures in literature and the socio-political
context of its production and reception. In his linguistic analysis of Shakespeare’s
King Lear, for example, Fowler shows how the interpersonal choices enacted in the
play relate very closely to the type of relationships enacted between kings and their
subjects in Elizabethan times.
Another very important and complex element in literary narratives is overall texture
or cohesion (Hasan, Fowler): that is, the connections between the specific patterns of
meaning or lexical choices in sections of the narrative in relation to whole text. As

98

Fowler states, “Literary texts are unified by linkings, echoes, and correspondences
across sections larger than sentences” (Linguistic Criticism 13).
From the research and through the above discussion, it has been shown that the
choice of transitivity patterns appears to be a key factor in the success or the
development or otherwise of clause and text alike. In short, to explore literature
through a critical systemic functional linguistic lens means also investigating its
implicit and explicit messages conveyed by the writers. The theory of systemic
functional linguistics sees language as a dynamic set of choices for a writer or
speaker to use in a variety of social contexts (e.g., Eggins; Halliday and
Matthiessen). In the above summary of linguistic studies, systemic functional
linguistics has been a way to analyse how the writers organise the language and
create the “literariness” of their texts through patterns of transitivity, cohesive
harmony and lexical choices.
3.5

Chapter conclusion

This chapter has outlined linguistic-theoretical issues relevant to the analysis of Olga
Masters’ writing. This analysis lies within a socially-oriented approach which views
language use in relation to both social and cultural practices, and which claims that
the interpretation of a text cannot be separated from its context. The chapter has also
introduced the key terms and concepts of critical discourse analysis and systemic
functional linguistics which will be used in the data analysis to describe the
linguistic representation of femininity in Olga Masters’ 1980s writing.
The main aim of this chapter has been to introduce the nature of the transitivity
system within the systemic functional linguistic model. The key concepts related to
transitivity such as process types, participants, and the circumstances have been
explained and exemplified. Carrying out a transitivity analysis involves the
identification of process types, then the identification of participants and eventually
circumstances, which can then be used to support or interrogate particular
interpretations of a literary work.
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The following chapters present the results of text analytic investigations of Masters’
fiction, based on the theories and methods outlined in this and previous chapters. On
the basis of the following analyses I will show that Masters’ writing is preoccupied
with issues of femininity and feminine roles. I also wish to contribute to the study of
Olga Masters’ strategic control over language choices, something which has not
drawn adequate attention in previous studies.
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4 FEMININITY AND DOMESTIC ACTIVITIES
4.1

Introduction

This chapter investigates the representation of femininity through the images of a
devoted housekeeper and a caring nurturer in Masters’ short stories “The Little
Chest” and “The Done Thing” respectively. Employing the framework of Halliday’s
systemic functional linguistics, the chapter examines Masters’ attitudes towards
traditional feminine roles through stories about Australian women set in the 1930s.
Section 4.2 concentrates on the depiction of Mrs Schaefer in “The Little Chest” as a
hardworking woman who seems to have become obsessed with housework. This
section also tries to answer the question as to whether she truly has a passion for
keeping the house clean or if she is doing it as a way of hiding her loneliness and
lack of emotional fulfilment. Section 4.3 deals with the caring nature of the
protagonist Louisa in “The Done Thing” in which she is described as a wonderful
cook, using her cooking skills to protect her love for her husband and to fulfil her
duties as a good wife. The final section 4.4 reviews the main points of the analysis of
how Masters linguistically represents the traits of femininity through the images of
these two women. Throughout the chapter Masters’ viewpoints on traditional
feminine roles in the family are investigated to see whether she approves of them or
not. The position reached in this chapter is that although Masters raises many
questions about the sufficiency of traditional feminine roles, she can be seen to be
putting forward the view that doing housework is a way for women to claim their
social position, agency and prove themselves.
Inherent in the traditional view of women is a close relationship between femininity
and domestic work (household labour) (Mackenzie 81). Most sociological
researchers define domestic work as household work that contributes to the wellbeing of family members and the maintenance of their home (Shelton and John;
Schippers). These studies also focus on the more restricted category of housework,
which consists of physical activities such as cleaning, laundry, and cooking. Some
other studies include other components of domestic work such as child care or
household management (Coltrane). In the Oxford English Dictionary, domesticity/
domestic work is defined as devotion to or activities relating to home or family life,
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which takes several forms such as tending to the house, nurturing the family, and so
on. Thus, the image of traditional femininity is most often associated with a
conception of women as identified primarily through their familial roles of keeping
the house and preparing food. What domestic life offers will differ with every
person, and there is no absolute way to define its importance or function. However,
Gillian Rose states: “The everyday routines traced by women are never unimportant,
because the seemingly banal and trivial events of the everyday are bound into the
power structures which limit and confine women. The limits on women’s everyday
activities are structured by what society expects women to be and therefore to do”
(17).
Since the interest of the present study lies in identifying the linguistic strategies used
by Olga Masters in her fiction to represent femininity, the study will investigate the
linguistic choices employed by Masters to represent femininity through domestic
activities. Thus, this chapter will investigate women’s roles specifically in the
domestic realm with a focus on house management and cooking.
As mentioned above, the analysis will include the extracts from two short stories:
“The Little Chest” with its thematic focus on household management as a feature of
femininity; and “The Done Thing” which illustrates femininity represented through
preparing food and nurturing the family. In other words, there are at least two main
kinds of domestic activities in the research data, namely (1) keeping the house woman as a very particular housekeeper, (2) preparing food - woman as a good
cook. These two features will be considered carefully in the following sections.
4.2

Mrs Schaefer as a very particular housekeeper in “The Little Chest”

The aim of this section is to demonstrate that through the daily activities of keeping
house, the protagonist of “The Little Chest”, Mrs Schaefer, discovers her selfhood
and thus constructs her personality and identity. The section also draws out the way
in which Masters raises questions about the ultimate motivation for the scrupulous
attention to housekeeping and whether Mrs Schaefer is really finding herself in her
housework.
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4.2.1 Overview of the story
“The Little Chest” was published in 1985 in Masters’ short story collection A Long
Time Dying. The main character, Mrs Schaefer, has a passion for a piece of furniture
– a little chest that her husband recently bought from another family in the small
rural community of Cobargo where the story is set. Considered as “a centre piece for
the whole house”, the chest attracts a lot of attention, energy, and hard work from
Mrs Schaefer. Indeed, in a six-page story, the first two pages are devoted to
establishing the chest’s important but unsettling role in the Schaefer family, by way
of tracing its provenance to the family of the general store keeper Colburn, and
depicting the chest as a potentially disruptive force between the Colburns and the
Schaefers. The story then turns to focus on Mrs Schaefer, offering much evidence to
illustrate that Mrs Schaefer is linguistically constructed as “a very particular
housekeeper” with an obsessive interest in keeping the house and the furniture,
especially the little chest, “scrupulously clean”.
In this story, Masters suggests that Mrs Schaefer’s responsibility is to make sure that
the household is tidy and clean, and that the cupboard is meticulously organised. To
some extent, Mrs Schaefer devotes so much time and effort to keeping the house
“spotlessly clean” that she seems to neglect other aspects of life: she does not have
time for social gatherings or communicating with other people; she even forgets to
bring any “tucker” to the tennis match where her husband is playing with friends, to
the extent that he mocks her publicly, criticising her for being more likely to serve
“soap” and “turpentine”. She is “[usually] left at home with the children”, cleaning
the house while her husband has the leisure to do what he pleases. There appears to
be inadequate interaction, sharing or empathy from her husband for what she is
doing. The question of whether Mrs Schaefer spends a lot of time doing housework
and keeping the house clean because she really enjoys doing it or because she is
hiding the unhappiness of her marriage is still not made clear.
Based on Masters’ linguistic representation of Mrs Schaefer, her obsession with
house-keeping and the husband’s reaction to what she has done, my impression is
that apart from being a comment on marriage and male and female relationship, the
story is offering a critique of the domestic roles of women in the family.
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4.2.2 Transitivity analysis illustrating Mrs Schaefer’s industriousness
The data selected from “The Little Chest” for transitivity analysis comprises 129
clauses. These clauses represent all the clauses in the selected extract in which Mrs
Schaefer is a grammatical participant of 43 clauses, and constitute 33% of the total
number of clauses in the extract. Table 4.1 shows the relative frequency across these
43 clauses of the different process types described in Chapter 3. Table 4.1 also
shows the relative frequency with which Mrs Schaefer is represented in the major
Participant roles associated with the different Process types.
Looking at the table, one can see that Mrs Schaefer is predominantly depicted as
Actor in material processes (30 out of the total 43), followed by Senser in mental
processes and Carrier in relational attributive processes with five instances and four
instances respectively.
Table 4.1 Transitivity distribution of Mrs Schaefer in “The Little Chest”
Processes types

Roles of Mrs Schaefer

Frequency of distribution

Percentage of distribution

Material

Actor

30

69.8%

Goal

1

2.3%

Mental

Senser

5

11.6%

Verbal

Sayer

2

4.7%

Behavioural

Behaver

0

0%

Relational

Token

1

2.3%

Carrier

4

9.3%

Total

43

100%

The preponderance of the Material processes involving Mrs Schaefer indicates that
the text is significantly dominated by activities and events with a variety of action
verbs such as: “sweeping”, “scrubbing”, “shining”, “washing”, and “cleaning”. It is
evident that the transitivity system is strategically deployed by the author in this
story to create a sense of physical action. In this ‘world of action’ Mrs Schaefer is
generally portrayed by Masters as a principal doer or an Actor. Consider the
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following examples, from the 25th clause complex (LC25) and the 34th clause
complex (LC34) in “The Little Chest”:
LC25 Mrs Schaefer was a very particular housekeeper, sweeping and
scrubbing and shining her house, washing curtains when they showed
the slightest sign of soiling, and she was fanatical about cleaning
windows.
LC34 She took everything out and removed the three long drawers and two
smaller ones at the top, and polished each individually, with particular
attention to the wooden knobs, using a cloth stretched between her
hands to give them such a lustre, they were eight little lamps gleaming in
the dark shadows at the end of the hall.
The transitivity representation of Mrs Schaefer as an Actor in the examples shows
that she puts much passion and effort into keeping the house clean and wellorganised. Halliday defines Material processes as “processes of doing” which
express both concrete and abstract activities (Functional Grammar 106). Material
processes are further categorized into those that are transitive and those that are
intransitive, where the former involves two participants and the latter just the Actor
and no other participant. Thus, by the very fact that more than one entity is involved,
an Actor in a transitive process is ‘doing’ something that will have an effect on the
other participants. Sharing the same point, Andrew Goatly defines Actors in
transitive Material processes as the most powerful kind of participants because they
exercise their effect/ influence on other social participants and objects apparently and
often volitionally (288). It is noted here that most of the clauses involving Mrs
Schaefer are transitive ones. These occurrences are Goal-directed clauses, where the
Process makes a direct impact on the Goal. In the above examples Mrs Schaefer
dominates as the agent of transitive actions, i.e. she is cast in the role of a doer or an
Actor, where she experiences her influences on household objects as Goals. This
demonstrates an increase in the level of explicit linguistic agency in the character of
Mrs Schaefer.
To focus on answering the question of the relationship between Mrs Schaefer and
her surroundings, a further analysis of the texts involving Mrs Schaefer’s
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participation as Actor is given in Table 4.2 below. (Note that in Table 4.2, words
introduced by a caret (^) represent either retrieved ellipsis, or the implied Subject of
a non-finite clause with a nominal finite verb to provide a clearer meaning).
Table 4.2 Illustration of Mrs Schaefer as an Actor and household items as Goals

Clauses

Household items affected by Mrs
Schaefer’s actions

LC11b

^she ^was moving the chest

Mrs Schaefer affects the chest

LC25b

^she ^was sweeping ^her ^house

Mrs Schaefer affects her house

LC25c

^she ^was scrubbing ^her house

Mrs Schaefer affects her house

LC25d

^she ^was shining her house

Mrs Schaefer affects her house

LC25e

^she ^was washing curtains

Mrs Schaefer affects curtains

LC27b

she could reach the highest ^windows

Mrs Schaefer affects the windows

LC32b

^she would often, on a Saturday Mrs Schaefer affects a large dish
afternoon, fill a large dish with hot
soap water

LC32c

^she ^would wash every piece of good Mrs Schaefer affects china/glass
china and glass

LC34a

She took everything out

Mrs Schaefer affects things in the
drawer

LC34c

^she removed the three long drawers

Mrs Schaefer affects the drawer

LC34d

^she polished each individually

Mrs Schaefer affects things in the
drawer

In these occurrences, Mrs Schaefer is depicted by Masters as an Actor in many
transitive Material processes, e.g. “sweeping”, “scrubbing”, “shining”, “washing”,
“filling”, “removing”, and “polishing”. Her actions are entirely transitive Material
processes with the Goals. In these examples, the Goals are all house-related objects
such as “the windows”, “the curtain”, “the chest”, “the china and glass” and “the
drawers”. Hence, she has an effect on the house and furniture. By so doing, she is
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fulfilling the domestic duties prescribed for her and maintaining the wellbeing of her
family. Moreover, the relationship of Mrs Schaefer in “-ER role” and the household
items in “-ED role” as based on Hasan’s concept (see Section 3.4) help to foreground
the domestic role of Mrs Schaefer in managing the house.
One interesting point is that Masters’ usage of these Material clauses only depicts
the relationship between Mrs Schaefer and the house itself or furniture in the house,
not any connections between her and the other people including her husband or her
neighbours/ friends, which shows that Mrs Schaefer seems to relate better to things
than to people generally, not just her husband. One can see that most of the time, she
is confined to the kitchen or the living room, on her own, cleaning and organising
things. As a family-oriented woman, she may find happiness in doing things such as
washing dishes, preparing meals, cleaning the house. The tidiness and orderly status
of the house may bring her joy and satisfaction and may bring joy to other family
members. However, this may also suggest that Mrs Schaefer’s devotion to and
consideration for the house is the result of a not very good relationship with her
husband. Throughout the story, we cannot see any association or sharing between
them, or appreciation by her husband for her actions. Perhaps a lack of social
interactions and social significance in the life of Mrs Schaefer could be one reason
for her isolation.
While Mrs Schaefer is grammatically represented by Masters mainly as an Actor
doing housework, her husband Sandy is realised as an Actor in the activities that
have nothing to do with household chores. Rather, he is seen enjoying himself,
playing tennis for example. Consider the following examples:
LC20b ^Sandy ^was picking his teeth after dinner,
LC31a He helped organize the football,
LC31c and he went fishing and shooting
LC42a Sandy was playing at the end of the court near the wire gate
In addition to this, the first time Sandy is fully introduced is when they discuss
whether to keep a carpenter’s tool when they move house. Mrs Schaefer “insisted on
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the tool’s going with the furniture” to help her with cleaning tasks while Sandy
“wanted it tossed in with the rubbish”. These examples indicate the difference in
their attitude towards household chores: Mrs Schaefer keeps thinking about the tool
while Mr Schaefer (Sandy) just wants to get rid of it. Through the characterization of
Mrs Schaefer and her husband in the roles of Actors in these extracts, Masters
emphasises the industriousness and sense of responsibility of Mrs Schaefer as a
housekeeper, contrasted with her husband’s indifference.
Apart from showing Mrs Schaefer in the role of an Actor, the data shows that the
predominant way of representing her is in terms of activation. The processes of
activation predominate and reach a total of 29 while the processes of passivation
only constitute one of the means of representing the participant. In his discussion of
role demonstration, Theo van Leeuwen makes the distinction between social actors
who are activated or “represented as the active, dynamic forces in an activity” (43),
and those who are passivized or “represented as undergoing the activity … as being
at the receiving end of it” (44). In the text under analysis, Mrs Schaefer is
linguistically depicted by Masters as activated in activities and rarely passivized.
Activation is used by Masters to present Mrs Schaefer as the “active doer of the
action”. Moreover, activation puts more direct emphasis on the Goal which is the
furniture in the house. For example in the sentences [LC25], [LC34], [LC38], it is
shown that it is Mrs Schaefer, no-one else, who affects or ‘does something to’ her
house. Thus, readers keep their focus on Mrs Schaefer and her acts.
LC25 Mrs Schaefer… ^was sweeping, scrubbing and shining her house
LC34 She took everything out and removed the three long drawers and two
smaller ones at the top, and polished each individually, with particular
attention to the wooden knobs, using a cloth stretched between her
hands to give them such a lustre,…
LC38 She kept a fairly frugal table at home and avoided as far as possible
contributing to the fare for afternoon tea at the tennis.
Using this pattern of energetic activities, Masters indicates that Mrs Schaefer’s
passion for cleaning the house becomes so strong that she seems to overdo it and
then her family life becomes unbalanced. This can be seen in particular in several
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instances using passive construction. A prominent example is “Mrs Schaefer was left
at home with the children” [LC32a]. In this example, Mrs Schaefer becomes a
passive participant, and it may even be the case that Masters’ use of the expression
‘being left at home’ signals something negative in Mrs Schaefer’s self-image. But
another possible interpretation would be that Masters is implying a negative
evaluation of Mr Schaefer because he goes out to have fun and leaves his wife at
home
Thus although Mrs Schaefer is mostly presented by Masters as an Actor involved in
material processes, Masters casts doubt on either Mrs Schaefer’s willingness to act
on anything beyond the household objects, or the positive nature of that situation:
she is passivized or forced into action by being “left at home” with her children
while her husband is enjoying his hobbies. We know that Mrs Schaefer is doing
what a good housewife is supposed to do – she spends an enormous amount of time
on the household chores. However, she actually overdoes it and even by the end of
the day she is still so obsessed by it that other people, including her husband, think it
is a little bit odd. He does not respect what Mrs Schaefer is doing but criticises her
for spending too much time on cleaning and then failing to serve a good dinner.
When being offered cakes by the other tennis players, he says they already had
dinner and adds with an ironical tone: “whiting and beeswax and washing blue, but it
was dinner!”. The aforementioned example suggests that the housework tends to
keep her away from others or maybe the others just leave her to fulfil her tasks.
Masters’ employment of passive voice in this case exemplifies that Mrs Schaefer
was left at home by her husband and by the outside world.
Apart from material processes, the extracts also provide instances of relational
processes in which Mrs Schaefer is realised as a Carrier or Token. The very nature of
the relational process is one in which one entity is related, either through
classification in the case of attributive clauses or through definition in the case of
identifying clauses, to another entity or a quality (Halliday Functional Grammar
112-28). In other words, relational processes are processes of ‘being’ rather than
‘doing’ and as such the question of effect or influence is less obvious if present at
all. Here are some relational clauses with Mrs Schaefer’s participation or implied
participation.
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LC25a Mrs Schaefer was a very particular housekeeper
LC25g and she was fanatical about [[cleaning windows]]
LC27c she was overjoyed on two counts.
LC33 Another of her Saturday afternoon jobs was [[to polish the little chest]]
LC34e They (the drawers) were like eight little lamps gleaming in the dark
shadows at the end of the hall
The above relational processes used by Masters build up a picture of Mrs Schaefer as
a very particular housekeeper. They stress that apart from being a wife and a mother
in the family, she takes on the duties of a housekeeper as well, as conventionally
expected of women. In other words, Mrs Schaefer is responsible for ‘keeping the
house’. Under this interpretation, Mrs Schaefer is involved in the material process
“keep”, which interestingly reveals the interplay of relational and material processes
as seen in [LC25a]. In this example, “keep” would be identified as mental rather than
as a material process because it suggests a physiological behaviour without any
indicated movement. Masters’ use of the relational process “was” in [LC33] seems
to add one more domestic duty to the many of Mrs Schaefer’s. Normally, Saturday
and Sunday are considered to be family time when the whole family gather together,
either at home or on an outing. However, as a ‘very particular housekeeper’, Mrs
Schaefer is depicted as still busy with her housework, especially cleaning and
shining the little chest which she believes is the most valuable thing in the house.
Again, in this example, Masters’ use of a relational process identifies Mrs Schaefer’s
task but also puts her into another physical action with material process, that is, “to
polish the little chest”. Another instance of relational process in the extract is in
[LC34e] which describes the gleam of the drawers. This relational process signifies
Mrs Schaefer’s domestic achievement. It means that her hard work and devotion
pays off: the furniture shines spotlessly clean. In the context of numerous material
clauses in which Mrs Schaefer is the only Actor present, this relational clause also
serves to depict Mrs Schaefer as the sole viewer and appreciator of the ‘gleaming’
she has achieved.
To depict Mrs Schaefer as concerned about the orderliness of the house and the little
chest, Masters also involves her in several mental processes, as illustrated below:
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LC11 Mrs Schaefer thought about moving the chest from the end of the hall to
somewhere less conspicuous, where a door could shut it away from
view.
LC14 Mrs Schaefer thought about [[banning the little Colburn girl from the
house]].
LC27 When she found // she could reach the highest with the help of a
carpenter’s tool, // she was overjoyed on two counts.
LC35 Elsie Colburn or no Elsie Colburn, Mrs Schaefer thought // when she
was finished, // there was no other place for the chest but there.
The examples [LC11], [LC14] and [LC35] with Masters’ employment of the mental
process “thought” express Mrs Schaefer’s consideration for how to protect the little
chest from a neighbour’s child. The reason she keeps thinking about “banning the
little Colburn girl from the house”, or about a suitable place or “somewhere less
conspicuous” for the chest, is that whenever the girl comes, she usually “rush[ed]
for it …, and sometimes put her arms around one end and lay her face on the top”.
Taking the little chest as her own treasure, Mrs Schaefer wants to define her very
own possession of it. She does not want anyone else to touch it, especially feeling
worried that the neighbour’s girl may dirty it. These mental processes used by
Masters further emphasise Mrs Schaefer’s concern for the cleanness and orderliness
of the house.
One interesting finding is that the majority of the sentences in the extracts of “The
Little Chest” are in the declarative mood, with very few dialogues in the form of
imperatives or interrogatives. The dominance of the declarative sentences in the text
reveals the specific patterns attached to the texts in ‘the narrative mode’. It is also
implied that Mrs Schaefer is linguistically depicted by Masters as so concentrated on
and devoted to her house-keeping duties that she takes her obligations to them for
granted, never complains or asks any questions about her role. As an Actor, Mrs
Schaefer tries to finish her work on her own, with no interaction constructed during
this process. It is also possible to take the view that Mrs Schaefer enjoys her chores
so much that she does not wish to involve others in them; the chores may identify
her to the extent that they become her, and her care of them is a kind of care of self,
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as no-one else seems to care about her. However, as mentioned earlier, considering
her situation, it is more likely that she is merely involved in the task of entertaining
herself in the midst of her loneliness and to hide her internal feelings about her
unhappy marriage. Also through completing the housework, she is represented as
trying to identify herself and her values with the image of a good housekeeper.
With the choice of process types demonstrating Mrs Schaefer’s industriousness and
celebrating her achievement, Masters shows her approval and admiration for Mrs
Schaefer’s efforts and commitment to household duties. However, at some points,
the analysis reveals Masters’ concern about the fact that being a good housekeeper
cannot help Mrs Schaefer secure her marriage and control her family life because her
hard work is not often appreciated by her husband. Maybe her husband is not a good
man as he often disrespects her housework and even mocks her publicly. It is unclear
whether it is because she does not have a good relationship with her husband that she
devotes her time to cleaning the house as a compensation for it, or whether she has
become so obsessive with house cleaning that she disregards her other important
familial tasks, making her husband feel disappointed and neglected, at which point
their marriage becomes an unhappy one.
In the next section, we continue to investigate how Masters’ lexical choices reflect
the representation of femininity through the image of Mrs Schaefer in “The Little
Chest”.
4.2.3 Lexical choices representing Mrs Schaefer’s passion for housework
The first noticeable choice is the use of the word ‘housekeeper’ to define the main
character of the story, Mrs Schaefer. According to The Oxford English Dictionary, a
housekeeper is a person who does or directs the domestic work and planning
necessary for a home, such as cleaning or buying food. From this definition, we
know that Mrs Schaefer is not only a wife and a mother but also a person who takes
responsibility for keeping the house in order. When talking about women in the
family, Masters always exclusively identifies them as ‘a housekeeper’ as exemplified
by Mrs Schaefer in “The Little Chest” and Carrie in “That Carrie One”. My
observation suggests that Masters employs this word to emphasise her female
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protagonists’ agency and centrality in the family, rather than their confinement in the
house and identification through marital status, as the word ‘housewife’ would
suggest.
What is more, the attributive adjective “particular” in the example “Mrs Schaefer
was a very particular housekeeper” stresses Mrs Schaefer’s familial role at a very
particular level. What makes her very particular is that she attends to every detail of
the house, from the wooden drawer knobs to the curtains and the windows, from the
chest in the hall to the glass and china in the kitchen. For every piece of the furniture,
she shows careful consideration and scrupulous care. Another point that proves Mrs
Schaefer’s being a very particular housekeeper is Masters’ use of descriptive words
in the story such as “the slightest sign of soiling” “shining”, “scrupulously clean”,
“gleaming”, “lustre”, and “without dust”. Mrs Schaefer is also linguistically
sketched as spending the whole week cleaning and washing. She even makes it one
of her Saturday tasks “to polish the little chest”. She only leaves the house when all
her household duties have been finished (e.g. “Providing the glass and china were
washed and stacked on clean, fresh paper in cupboards, the house was without dust,
and of course the little chest shined,… she would join the crowd of spectators at the
tennis court”).
Mrs Schaefer is depicted by Masters as “very particular” or “fanatical” about
household work in a way that involves a great deal of domestic labour. However
Masters’ choice of these attributes implies that Mrs Schaefer has an obsessive
consideration for cleanliness, so much so that she somehow fails to ensure the
comfort and happiness of the family which is also identified as one of the most
important tasks of a woman. More than once she has been criticised by her husband
for her slavish focus on housework: he angrily states that they “can’t eat soap and
drink turpentine”. She can keep the house physically clean but she cannot create
emotional family well-being. That she “[is] left at home with children” while her
husband is enjoying his hobbies outsides with his friends can be seen as the evidence
both for her failure and her husband’s lack of appreciation.
In relation to another incident, we feel sorry for Mrs Schaefer when she is ridiculed
by her husband for not contributing any “tucker” to the tennis gathering. Her
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husband’s mocking emphasizes his disapproval of Mrs Schaefer’s obsession with
house cleaning to the degree that she may forget her duties as a wife and nurturer:
the weight of her daily routine is not recognised by her husband though she tries her
best. These instances suggest something is lacking in her life: a lack of social
communication or a lack of interaction and sharing from her husband. Thus, she
turns to household chores in the search of love, comfort, warmth and support – for
that indefinable something that seems never to be there. A clean and orderly house
may make her feel fulfilled and satisfied, at least for a while. Through this depiction,
Masters demonstrates that an absolute focus on housework may be a good way for
Mrs Schaefer to conceal her loneliness, to kill time and entertain herself, but it may
be destroying her marital relationship.
As an active participant in the text, Mrs Schaefer is treated by Masters as the primary
character. She is presented either by the third person singular or by her proper name,
often in active clauses and as Subject. Therefore, Mrs Schaefer is referred to
specifically; she is individualized, personalized, determined and nominated (Van
Leeuwen 52-54). Let’s consider the following instances:
LC25a Mrs Schaefer was a very particular housekeeper,
LC32a Mrs Schaefer was left at home with the children,
LC34a She took everything out and (LC34b) removed the three long drawers
and two smaller ones at the top
In many ways, she is introduced as an active and industrious character. When we
look at the story from the viewpoint of transitivity, we realize that the main
participant is Mrs Schaefer. When we count all the sentences describing her or the
ones in which she gets involved, her agency is appreciable, but it is the agency only
over furniture, cooking devices… Mrs Schaefer as a housekeeper is actively in
control of her house and has a very solid commitment to her duties. She knows
where to put things and how to keep things in good order. For example, after having
considered moving the chest here and there, she notices that the right place for the
chest is between the parlour and the kitchen doors because she believes it is “the first
thing you saw when you opened the front door”. When washing the glass and china,
she does it very gently and scrupulously with “hot soapy water” and she uses “a
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cloth stretched between her hands to give them [the handles on the chest drawers]
such a lustre”. These details show that Mrs Schaefer is presented by Masters as the
agent of actions associated with features of femininity which are also predominantly
associated with house management. This point is reinforced by the lexical choices in
sentences where the main character Mrs Schaefer appears as the agent.
Table 4.3 Lexical choices representing Mrs Schaefer’s hard working nature

Nominal groups

Verbal groups

Prepositional groups

the chest

sweeping

from the end of the hall

the windows

scrubbing

the curtains

shining

between the parlour and the
kitchen door

the cupboards

washing

the china and glass

looked for

in cupboards

tea towel

reach

on the kitchen table

in the kitchen

keep/kept,
fill
took out
removed
polished
finished
What is immediately apparent is the number of verbs of actions such as “sweep”,
“scrub”, “shine”, “wash”. It is known that these verbs often involve an action or
behaviour related to what is going to occur. Interestingly, in such instances the verbs
persistently stress domesticity, often through strong connections with household
labour such as “sweep”, “scrub”, “shine”, “wash”, “stack”, and “polish”. The
cleaning-related meaning of the verbs suggests a positive view of Mrs Schaefer’s
making the house cleaner, well-organised, and more comfortable. Though these
verbs are agentive, they do not imply strong physical action or forcefulness, that is,
they maintain her ‘ladylike’ position as pertaining to decorum and modesty. Also,
domestic duties are associated with furniture in the house such as “the chest”, “the
windows”, “the curtains”, “the cupboards” and cooking equipment which is
considered part of every housewife’s essential tools such as “the china and glass”,
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and “tea towel”. Clearly, these words are chosen by Masters to show Mrs Schaefer’s
deep involvement in household duties and her lack of involvement in outside life.
From the point of view of Circumstances, i.e. the settings in which the activities take
place, the story clearly refers to activities going on within a house: for example,
“from the end of the hall”, “between the parlour and the kitchen door”, “in the
kitchen”, “in cupboards”, and “on the kitchen table”. Masters’ focus on the house
space or kitchen containers as circumstantial elements is significant as it draws the
reader’s attention to the fact that Mrs Schaefer is located by Masters in the domestic
sphere. There is a commonly held belief that a stable society is based on stable
families and stable families are based on women fulfilling their wife/mother roles
(Mackenzie, Shelton and John). In completing the responsibilities connected with
family, women assume the role of a housekeeper and act as a stabilizing force within
the family unit. Many women feel that they should dedicate themselves totally to
their roles of being a good wife, a caring mother, and a hardworking housekeeper.
Having, maintaining and keeping a house become central to a woman’s identity.
Masters’ literary craft creates an image of Mrs Schaefer as a devoted housekeeper
who gives her total energy to the task and although she does it happily, the story also
indicates that she is unhappy in her marriage due to the fact that she carries out her
household duties while neglecting her other familial duties (see Section 4.2.2).
A first look at the text suggests that home engenders traditional roles, standards,
expectations and associated behaviour socially ascribed to women, i.e., cleaning,
cooking, grocery shopping, caring for children, etc. Yet upon further analysis, one
finds that in engaging in these domestic activities Mrs Schaefer is actively redefining
her daily existence, expression, and representation. She is depicted by Masters as
reconstructing her home as a means to reconstruct her personal and social identities:
in her own sphere, the house, she can do what she pleases without being mocked;
she can prove to be a good housewife at keeping house; she can show her confidence
in what she is doing such as how to shine the furniture or where to put things.
Although she appears to fulfil society’s demands of an ‘ideal’ housewife through her
careful housework, the analysis indicates that her efforts are not respected or
appreciated by her husband who prefers playing sport or fishing and shooting to
being with her in the house or doing household chores. He helps the local clubs
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“organise the football” while he does not help her organise the house. He even
openly criticises her for what she has done by saying that “we cannot eat soap and
drink turpentine”. Her husband is insensitive and a bully. Therefore, the analysis
also indicates that apart from her passion and desire for a spotlessly clean house, Mrs
Schaefer does housework as a mean of compensating for loneliness and lack of
tenderness or affection from her husband. It appears that doing housework gives her
a sense of being in control when in fact it might be argued that she has very little
control over her life excluding her house.
In summary, the analysis of transitivity patterns and the lexical choices employed by
Masters in the extracts of “The Little Chest” has shown that Mrs Schaefer is
represented as a “very particular housekeeper” who puts all her energy and time in
household arrangement. The dominance of material processes in the houseworkrelated occurrences participated in by Mrs Schaefer shows that she spends a lot of
time, energy and sweat on domestic duties such as cleaning the house, doing the
washing, and arranging the furniture. Presented as an Actor in many of her actions,
Mrs Schaefer proves to be an active and keen housewife, “sweeping and scrubbing
and shining her house” at almost every available moment. Most of the time, Masters
details her in the processes of carrying out familial duties in the kitchen or in the
hall. Masters draws a picture of Mrs Schaefer as a good example of a housewife in
keeping the house clean and orderly as being expected by the public.
This grammatical and lexical analysis has demonstrated that although Mrs Schaefer
is described by Masters as doing what a housewife is conventionally and socially
expected to do, Masters does not totally approve of it. Her disapproval can be seen in
her employment of several attributes that can have both positive and negative
connotations (such as fanatical) in her description of Mrs Schaefer’s obsession with
housekeeping tasks. With her careful linguistic choices in the text “The Little
Chest”, Masters invites readers to critically reflect on the lives of women like Mrs
Schaefer: a hard-working housekeeper who represents one of the values of
Australian traditional femininity.

117

4.3

Louisa as an enthusiastic cook in “The Done Thing”

The scholar Carole Counihan explains in Around the Tuscan Table that food can act
as a voice for women, as traditionally they are fully involved in the process of food
acquisition, preparation, provisioning, clean-up, and storage (1). Similar to other
domestic arts such as housekeeping, home decoration and sewing, cooking is
suggested by Masters as a way for women to go beyond the boundaries of their
home and connect with other women and men around them. Apart from fulfilling the
duty of attending to the house, Australian women are represented in Masters’ fiction
as good cooks. For them preparing and cooking food not only means supplying
nutrition to their loved ones but can also bring women themselves feelings of
control, self-reliance, and satisfaction.
The following section will deal with the linguistic representation of femininity in
Masters’ “The Done Thing” in relation to the preparation and cooking of food. I will
take a close look at how Louisa, the main character of “The Done Thing”, as an
example of the woman as a good cook, who solidifies and strengthens her
relationships to family and community through the use of food.
4.3.1 Overview of the story
“The Done Thing”, a story in Masters’ The Home Girls, describes the life of young
couple Louisa and Jim who move to a new town and settle there in a cosy house.
They live a simple but comfortable life: every day the husband Jim goes to work and
the wife Louisa takes on the full duty of caring for the house and serving her
husband. Louisa is depicted as a young and active family woman who loves cooking
and preserving fruit, and who “[does] her shopping quickly and efficiently”. Life
becomes more complicated when her husband and his ex-girlfriend, now also
married, come across each other in the street one day. They resume their friendship
and exchange home visits. The wife Louisa wants to impress their friends,
particularly her husband’s ex-girlfriend with her confidence and femininity which is
reflected in her cooking ability and kitchen decoration. She reminds herself that
“[her] bread is the best part of the meal” and if their friends come over for dinner,
she believes what she serves them “will be much better than the stuff they gave
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[her]”. Although there is scope for interpreting these sketches of Louisa’s
competitive thoughts about food as indicating a level of insecurity, the story also sets
Louisa up as someone who firmly believes that the power her cooking skill affords
her is a valuable asset. She is proud of it.
Through the practice of cooking, a traditionally feminine art, Louisa wants to claim
that she is a good match for her husband and deserves to be loved by him. She
expresses her passion and love for her husband through the plates filled with
delicious food she prepares for him every day. She watches him enjoy the food and
becomes very pleased when being complimented by her husband for her cakes, as he
says “very nice indeed”. Readers can see the agency that Louisa asserts in choosing
to assume responsibility for food-related chores. She especially embraces this task to
claim her social and familial place; she does not present cooking as merely a duty,
but deploys it for passion, and self–expression, as well as for the protection of her
marriage.
Through the detailed depiction of Louisa’s passion and skills related to food chores,
Masters demonstrates how cooking as caring operates as a form of ‘doing gender’ in
which a woman can conduct herself as recognizably womanly.
4.3.2 Transitivity analysis depicting Louisa’s passion for cooking
The extracts selected from “The Done Thing” for transitivity analysis comprise three
sections from the story, making in total 188 clauses. These extracts include a portion
of 85 clauses in which Louisa is a grammatical participant, and constitute 45% of the
total number of clauses in the data.
As with the analysis of “The Little Chest” in the previous section, patterns of
experience in terms of the linguistic realisations encoded by the grammatical features
of a text are examined. This involves the identification of the choices of Process,
Participants and Circumstances with a view to establishing how Louisa’s world is
ideationally construed. Table 4.4 below provides the relative frequency of the
different Process types and the relative frequency with which the protagonist Louisa
is represented in different Participant roles in the selected excerpts from the story.
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As Table 4.4 shows, out of the 85 clauses analysed, 41 are material processes, 21 are
mental processes, fourteen verbal, six relational, and three behavioural.
Table 4.4 Transitivity distribution of Louisa in “The Done Thing” extracts
Process Types

Roles of Louisa

Material

Actor

Frequency of distribution

41

Percentage distribution

48%

Mental

Senser

21

25%

Verbal

Sayer

14

16%

Behavioural

Behaver

3

3.5%

Relational

Token

1

1.5%

Carrier

5

6%

Total

85

100%

From Table 4.4, one can see that the world Masters depicts for Louisa is dominated
by material processes with such verbs as “opened”, “took”, “pulling”, “turned”,
“lined up the jars”, “poured water”, and “added a loaf of the bread”. Halliday
claims that Material processes deal with concrete doings and happenings as they
serve to depict the world in terms of physical experience (see Section 3.3). In the
data under investigation, they represent the activities performed by Louisa which
make up her routine, through actions such as shopping, opening the refrigerator,
pouring water, peeling the pumpkin as seen in the following examples (shown as
clause complexes):
DT1 She opened the refrigerator door // and said to the inside of it: // “We
should visit them.”
DT5 When the kettle boiled // she turned to the stove // to attend to it.
DT92 She put the apricots with four tomatoes in varying shades of ripeness
into a basket the next afternoon [[which was a Saturday]].
DT93 Then she added a loaf of her bread // changing it for a larger one, and
then a smaller one // and finally going back to the one [[she chose
first]].
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DT183 Pleased// she got up // and made up a plate full of cheese and
crackers.
DT184 He went ahead of her into the living room // and she carried in the
coffee // and set the tray on a table between their two big chairs.
Though Louisa is actively involved in a series of physical movements, these
processes do not require intensive physical strength and can all be considered to be
daily feminine tasks within the house. In other words, the choices of material
processes used by Masters in “The Done Thing” help to reveal the nature of Louisa’s
actions by portraying rather typical feminine activities such as “opened the
refrigerator door”, “did her shopping”, “lined up the jars of pale pink jelly”, “made
up a plate full of cheese and crackers”, “she carried in the coffee”, and “set the tray
on a table”. This creates an impression of a woman who is hard-working and skilful
in tasks relating to cooking. With a series of cooking-related processes, as listed
above, Masters suggests that Louisa enjoys cooking and spending time on food
preparation. Such grammatical choices contribute not only to create a picture of
Louisa’s industrious personality, but also add to the representation of her
femininity/womanhood, in line with Barbara Welter’s claims that one of the
attributes of True Womanhood is domesticity, like managing the house and
preparing food (152). However, it seems that Louisa is presented by Masters as a
figure who also has some issues. For Masters to paint Louisa as someone who
cannot be nice about the food other people serve her but she has to be serving
something “better than the stuff others give her” is not painting Louisa in a
complimentary light.
Further investigation of Masters’ selection of linguistic patterns in the story shows
that it is almost always the active clauses in which Louisa is represented as carrying
out actions. Thus, she is seen to perform actions that indicate some form of control
and influence in her sphere – the kitchen and kitchen-related objects. In other words,
focusing on the Participant roles played by Louisa, it is noticeable that Masters
identifies Louisa predominantly as an Actor, the doer of something as illustrated in
Table 4.5 with examples taken from the extracts.
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Table 4.5 Relationships between Louisa as an Actor and cooking items as Goals

Clauses

Cooking items affected by
Louisa’s actions

DT1a

She opened the refrigerator door

Louisa affects the refrigerator

DT5

to attend to it [=the stove]

Louisa affects the stove

DT7b

when she poured water into the teapot

Louisa affects the water

DT14b

and she had painted over an old-fashioned

Louisa affects the washing

washing board,

board

DT53a

She took one of her jars of quince jelly

Louisa affects her jars

DT92

She put the apricots with four tomatoes ...

Louisa affects the
fruit/vegetable

DT93a

Then she added a loaf of her bread

Louisa affects bread

DT109c

she had brought the peaches

Louisa affects the peaches

DT183b

and ^she made up a plate full of cheese and

Louisa affects cheese/ crackers

crackers.
DT184b

and she carried in the coffee

Louisa affects the coffee

DT184c

^she set the tray on a table between their two

Louisa affects the tray

big chairs

In the above examples, Louisa is shown to be an Actor in a variety of transitive
material processes related to preparing meals, such as “opened”, “poured”, “put”,
“brought”, “carried”, and “set”. Her actions have an effect on the kitchen
environment where the Goals are signified as kitchen-related objects or food such as
“the refrigerator”, “the stove”, “the washing board”, “the jars”, “the tray”’, “cheese
and crackers”, and “peaches”. Louisa’s frequent presence as the Actor discloses her
powerful position and control in her fulfilment of household duties, particularly
cooking. But it also shows her as acting in a limited fashion on things rather than
people. She cooks and enjoys spending time and energy on food preparation in order
to assert her female agency. By using a series of material processes in which Louisa
is involved as an Actor, Masters emphasises Louisa’s hard work in food preparation
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and her love of cooking chores. She is proud of her housekeeping and orderliness.
That Masters often assigns Louisa to the cooking tasks foregrounds her domestic
role in nurturing the family. However, as in the case of Mrs Schaefer (see Section
4.2.2), the Goals of Louisa’s actions are almost always objects such as cooking
equipment and food not human participants, which somehow indicates the lack of
direct communication between her and the outside world or her husband. Instead, her
message is conveyed through her cooking when she prepares food for other people
including her husband and friends.
Together with material processes, Masters uses several instances of mental processes
to illustrate Louisa’s inner experience, as can be seen below.
DT121 She thought the child unattractive with large very red cheeks
DT125 Oh God, we’re going to be here for hours yet, // Louisa thought
DT129 My bread is the best part of the meal, // Louisa thought
DT130 I’ll show her, // she thought // watching Peter [[eat the uninspiring
salad with obvious relish]]
According to Halliday, mental processes express processes of consciousness and
present the inner experience and sensing (see Section 3.3). In the above occurrences,
Louisa is grammatically represented as a Senser and somehow can be seen as
introspective (Mills 145) - someone who experiences the reality happening around
her through her inner world, for example, “she thought” about the child, the food,
and her intention of not mentioning the friend’s family. In this situation as a guest
being invited for dinner, she is represented by Masters as rather physically passive;
she is not acting concretely but is linguistically described as a bystander who
perceives and feels events in her mind. While it is possible to interpret Louisa’s
passivity as related to her being a late-comer for the love of her husband, so that
facing her husband’s ex-girlfriend may make her feel a little embarrassed and
disempowered, the transitivity patterns Masters selects to depict the character of
Louisa should be seen as giving the impression of someone who is wary of others,
rather than gregarious and vivacious.
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It is usually believed that people are confident in whatever they are good at. This is
true in the case of Louisa. Right after the moment of feeling like “a stranger” in
Annie’s house, Louisa takes over the situation with the thought of her “best bread”
and she “[begins] to plan a menu to serve them when the visit [is] returned”. She
thinks the salad Anne’s husband Peter is eating is “uninspiring” (despite the fact that
he is eating it “with obvious relish”), which is quite different from what she served
her husband Jim at their home the other day: “how perfect was the layer of cake,
jam, more cake and custard topping”. This point indicates that with her confidence
and skills in cooking chores, Louisa knows how to be a good hostess to her guests –
here the family of her husband’s ex-girlfriend – and understands what is ‘good to
eat’. Masters’ employment of material processes in “began to plan a menu to serve
[friends]” indicates that Louisa actually does enjoy the process of food preparation.
She can foresee what the dinner table and the atmosphere will be like when their
friends come over. From another angle, we might interpret Louisa’ early-planned
menu as an expression of the demanding expectations placed upon her feminine
position in terms of fulfilling domestic ideals for feeding and nurturing work. It is
even possible to consider Louisa, like Mrs Schaefer, as a little obsessed, though in
this case by culinary perfection and competitiveness rather than by house-cleaning.
Food is often associated with the creation and maintenance of social relationships
and is often a solidification of social ties, especially between family and friends
(Butler). Eating and sharing food brings people together in a way that allows for the
sharing of stories and information, thus enhancing relationships and building social
bonds, as can be seen in the story. Louisa’s attitudes to food chores bring her a
feeling of pride in being a good cook, but also place her in a much more social,
interactive world of experience than Mrs Schaefer, or at least a potentially interactive
world. The larger number of verbal processes and mental processes in which Louisa
is a Participant, compared with Mrs Schaefer, help to depict Louisa in this way.
However, Louisa does not seem to share her feelings openly or develop a close
personal bond with the couple who have become their new friends. Feeling jealous
of her husband’s ex-girlfriend, Louisa observes her surroundings, including the
friend’s family, and tries to figure out the advantages she holds over his exgirlfriend. She becomes confident when thinking of her cooking ability, thinking
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“I’ll show her [my cooking skills or my delicious food]” and decides that what she
plans to serve them “will be much better than the stuff they gave [her]”. Indeed,
Louisa’s cooking and hosting becomes an effective way to reflect her values, to
empower herself and to assert her agency. With these actions, Masters may be
suggesting that Louisa possesses both cooking skills and food-preparing knowledge
and that these are the weapons that bring her self-confidence and protect Louisa’s
love for her husband.
Not only ‘thinking’ about her family and social roles, as mentioned above Louisa is
also involved in several verbal processes which illustrates her view of the
relationship between her family and her husband’s friends. Consider the following
verbal clauses:
DT1 “She [Louisa] opened the refrigerator door // and said to the inside of it:
//“We should visit them.” // Turning around with the milk // she looked at
the back of his neck // as if it would answer her…
DT18 “You don’t do it that way,” // she said not as mildly as [[she usually
did]]
DT 86 “Well, we should go and visit them,”// she said.
DT110 “We like them chewy,”// Louisa said.
The example [DT1] happens in the context of a conversation between Louisa and her
husband, but the Receiver in this case is “to the inside of the fridge”. One
interpretation of this vignette might be that recommending a visit to her husband’s
ex-girlfriend may make Louisa feel embarrassed and uncomfortable, but speaking
with the kitchen things gives her more confidence. This can also perhaps be seen as
what might be colloquially described as hiding her feelings behind the fridge door.
Then after a while, Louisa gains confidence and asserts her determination as “she
[speaks] not as mildly as she usually did” [DT18]. From the situation of being
ashamed at the beginning of the conversation she now turns into a more assertive
woman, determining that they should go and visit their friends. To a certain extent,
Masters’ employment of verbal processes in these examples indicates that the
friendly sphere of kitchen and the familiarity of cooking ingredients help Louisa gain
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control over her family and social relationships. But it is noteworthy that in
constructing this episode, Masters uses several ways of suggesting a possible
alienation or lack of intimacy between Louisa and her husband: the fridge is
grammatically constructed as the Receiver, the one to whom Louisa speaks; then it is
the back of Jim’s neck, rather than Jim himself, that is constructed grammatically as
a Sayer that might reply. The image conveyed is one in which these two converse
indirectly rather than face-to-face, and like much of Masters’ imagery it leaves the
reader wondering whether she is merely conveying convivial domestic life, with its
occasional awkwardness, or a much more worrying kind of social isolation.
Apart from indicating the ways in which Louisa communicates with her husband, the
above verbal processes also depict how she exchanges cooking experience with the
family’s friends – Annie and her husband – and shares her taste for the home-made
preserved apricots. That she asserts her preference for chewy apricots implies her
skills in food preparation: it may or may not be to Annie’s taste but it is what “we” –
Louisa and her husband – like and of course she knows how to make them that way.
The verbal process “said” employed by Masters here indicates Louisa’s
communicating with Annie on eating habits not only as one way of socializing but as
a confirmation of cooking tastes of a woman who is interested in food chores: Louisa
speaks of the apricots in a way that signals her status and knowledge of food.
Louisa is then involved in several behavioural processes as she observes the
happenings around her.
DT181 She watched Jim [[eating his dessert]] // noticing when his spoon cut
deep into it // how perfect was the layer of cake, jam, more cake and
custard topping.
With the behavioural process “watch” and the mental process “notice”, Louisa is
presented as holding back a little bit: she does not show her feelings verbally or
physically. We know that Louisa and her husband have come back from a visit to
Jim’s ex-girlfriend’s house and Louisa does not want to talk about this, partly
because of her jealousy and partly because of her pride as a good wife and a good
cook. In particular, the use of the behavioural process “watch” indicates the caring
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nature of Louisa. Having cooked the food, she wants to make sure that her husband
loves it, as obviously, he does, praising the dessert as “very nice indeed”. Louisa
needs her husband to recognise her creative efforts as distinct from the expectation
that she possesses the abilities to prepare meals. The Attribute “pleased” illustrates
her happiness and contentment, which motivates her to serve him more with “a
plateful of cheese and crackers”. This action signals her caring for the husband, and
allows her to feel a sense of pride in tending to his needs: she feels fulfilled in the
role of a nurturer. Through these behavioural processes, Masters describes the
deliberate way Louisa embraces cooking and cares for her husband: Louisa herself
knows the significance behind the food chores she does; she knows well how to use
food to reinforce the family relationship as previously indicated by Masters’ claim
“food is a story on its own” (See 1.3).
One interesting point is that both Louisa and her husband tend to keep silent after the
visit to their friends’ house, avoiding speaking about them. Maybe they both find it
difficult to start the conversation because he does not want her to misunderstand his
relationship with his ex-girlfriend or even to hurt her feelings, while she does not
want her married life to be interrupted by the friend’s presence. Luckily, they use the
cake as an ‘ice-breaker’. He verbally appreciates her cooking, and she returns his
compliments by providing more food.
In this case, Masters creates food and food chores as a kind of glue that keeps Louisa
and her husband together. Food (cake) here functions as a mediator between Louisa
and her husband. They feel intimacy toward each other because of the atmosphere
created by food; Louisa is satisfied with her role while Jim is content with the results
– it is a two-way reliance. In addition, providing food may save Louise from feeling
uncomfortable as cooking “maintain[s] routines and keep[s] her own moods under
control” (Sceats 80). From Louisa’s point of view, food prepared with love has the
ability to pass this love along. At the same time however, there is a suggestion of
obsession and excess because Jim may not really need or even want a plate of cheese
and crackers on top of a big piece of sponge cake, a main course, and possibly a
starter (the reader is not told what other dishes were on what appears to be a normal
weekday dinner).
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Nevertheless, contrary to traditional beliefs about a woman’s place being in the
kitchen, Louisa’s presence in the kitchen does not represent passive submission - her
culinary creations literally cause action. Consequently, Masters situates cooking as a
medium through which Louisa can transform her passivity to activity in the
relationship between herself, her husband, and her husband’s ex-girlfriend. Note that
Louisa is, in this way, a much more agentive figure than Mrs Schaefer, even though
both characters are depicted by Masters as very focused on domestic activity.
In short, with a high frequency of material processes relating to cooking procedures
and food chores, Masters grammatically depicts Louisa as a young woman who
enjoys food chores and who considers cooking not only as a daily duty but as the
best way to perform her femininity, to show her identity, and to locate her social
values. As an Actor in many of the cooking activities, Louisa is linguistically
represented by Masters as a keen cook. By feeding and nurturing her husband,
Louisa implicitly expresses her love for her husband, although some questions seem
to be being raised by Masters, particularly through her use of mental and verbal
processes, about the sufficiency of Louisa’s approach. In the next section, we will
investigate the way Masters uses lexical choices to illustrate Louisa’s femininity in
the story.
4.3.3 Lexical choices demonstrating Louisa’s cooking knowledge
Cooking is a domestic activity that many women enjoy, and is perhaps one of the
most beneficial feminine hobbies because, as the cliché says, “the way to a man’s
heart is through his stomach”. Masters suggests that although there are many things
women can do to win a man’s heart, one of the ways of achieving this is to cook for
him. Women in 1930s Australia as depicted in Masters’ fiction often show a need to
defend the home, and particularly the kitchen, as their sphere. Since a woman’s daily
activities largely centre on domestic tasks in the family home, the kitchen in
particular is a place in which she spends much of her time. For many women, the
kitchen is the centre of production within the home and also the heart of the home,
and in that space, cooking is seen and promoted as a duty. This representation can be
seen in Masters’ story “The Done Thing”.
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In “The Done Thing”, Louisa is presented as carrying out actions happening in the
kitchen. From the beginning of the story, Masters directs readers to the space of
Louisa’s kitchen where familiar household devices such as “the refrigerator”, “the
kettle”, “the stove’ can easily be seen.
DT1-DT5 She [Louisa] opened the refrigerator door and said to the inside of
it: “We should visit them.” Turning around with the milk she looked at the
back of his neck as if it would answer her… She took her place at the table
not looking into his face but pulling her scrambled eggs to her. When the
kettle boiled she turned to the stove to attend it and it was his turn to study
the back of her neck.
Masters’ employment of the lexical sets dealing with activities related to kitchen and
food chores reflects the way Louisa is portrayed as an ardent cook. According to
Kristin Riddick, these types of lexical sets are filled with ‘positive demonstrations of
femininity’ (2). Considering the lexical choices in “The Done Thing”, this is
reflected in the use of many kitchen- and cooking-related nominal groups: “the sink
with hot water”, “the small electric cooker”, “the lid on the saucepan”, “the tray”, “a
tea towel”, “kitchen selves”, and “recipe”. With these word choices, Masters builds
up a picture of Louisa as a young lady who wants to prove her femininity through
food chores. She fills the kitchen with “a string of baskets”, “big straw pockets of
recipe books, tea towels”, and “a notice board for messages, recipe and household
hints”. Everything seems to be in a good order. Again, Louisa is lexically
characterized not only as a woman who loves cooking but as a well-organised
woman, in control of the kitchen.
In “Louisa did the shopping quickly and efficiently”, Masters’ use of two
Circumstances of manner “quickly” and “efficiently” identifies Louisa as a skilful
shopper. One can imagine that she goes straight to the shop and just picks up the
ingredients that she needs; she does not need to stand in front of the stalls and
consider what should be cooked because maybe she has already made plans. This
lexical representation once more confirms Louisa’s control over cooking activities.
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The semantic field of ‘cooking’ is a centrepiece and a recurring theme in the story.
There is a range of words related to cooking: “boil”, “switch on”, “stirring”,
“peeled” and so on. What becomes quite clear here is that the notion of cooking is
very broad and does not just encompass the cooking activities themselves but
expands to activities of preserving, serving and tasting food as well. Therefore, by
repeatedly using certain words and phrases related to the semantic field of cooking in
the extended sense of the term, Masters not only establishes lexical cohesion within
the text but she also enhances Louisa’s identity as a keen cook as exemplified in
Table 4.6.
Table 4.6 Lexical choices in “The Done Thing” to illustrate Louisa’s food chores
Verbal groups
Cooking-related
Activities

Food

opened
boiled
poured
filled
serve
eating
make (coffee)
stirring
set (the tray)
washed
rinsed
took (a knife)
cut
peeled
switched on
put (the lid)
turned (the
scones)

scrambled
eggs
pale pink jelly
quince jelly
apricots
tomatoes
loaf of bread
the peaches
coffee
a little cream
cheese
crackers
pumpkin
scones
cake
jam
custard
topping

Nominal groups
Kitchen devices
Kitchen space

the refrigerator
door
the kettle
the stove
jars
washing board
her cup
the sink
the tray
the dinner set
a knife
the electric cooker
the lid
the sauce pan
a tea towel

Foodrelated

the table
her
a bench top
recipe
a cupboard
the meal
kitchen selves
the kitchen
the drawer

Apart from the main function of a kitchen as a place to cook and to have meals, the
kitchen is described by Masters as the place where Louisa and her husband share
experiences and feelings or welcome friends. In the kitchen, they enjoy “sipping
coffee” and she loves watching him eating: “She watched Jim eating his dessert
noticing when his spoon cut deep into it”. More than once Louisa is found talking
with her husband in the kitchen about his ex-girlfriend - a rather sensitive topic. Let
us consider the following examples:
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DT1 She opened the refrigerator door and said to the inside of it: “We should
visit them”...
DT4 She took her place at the table not looking into his face but pulling her
scrambled eggs to her.
At some points, it is embarrassing for Louisa to start a conversation with her
husband about his ex-girlfriend. She would rather keep silent because she does not
want “to destroy the evening”. However, in her own sphere – the kitchen, it is she
who proactively raises the topic of visiting them. The linguistic and grammatical
analysis shows that the kitchen may bring Louisa a feeling of security and comfort
because it is a familiar place for her, a place over which she has control and in which
she can display her competence.
As indicated in the previous chapters, Masters often sketches her female characters
as country women of the 1930s who experienced post-WW1 Australia and the
Depression. It was a really difficult time for many families but it also reinforced
women’s roles in the kitchen and at the dining table (see Section 1.5). With the
misery of the situation, women were charged with making sure their families were
not only provided with meals, but that it was done appropriately and nutritiously.
They were expected not only to feed but also to nourish the family. Earlier
sociological studies of Australian women have found that the ability to cook for men
and children was viewed as vital. The role of supplying good homemade food on
their own stoves and in their own kitchen was seen as a fundamental part of
women’s lives as wives and mothers (Charles and Kerr). Sharing the same points,
Counihan identifies women as ‘gatekeepers’. As ‘gatekeepers’, women not only
deploy their power through the ingredients they purchase and the food they serve,
but through particular food chores that affirm their identity and individuality – both
rationally and emotionally. This can be seen in Louisa’s satisfaction in the outcome
of her hard work:
DT33 She had lined up her jars of pale pink jelly on a bench top so full of
pleasure in her handiwork she could not bear to put them away in a
cupboard just yet.
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This example not only reveals her competence in preserving and supplying good
homemade food for the family but also depicts the satisfaction it gives her, in being
‘full of pleasure in her handiwork’. The important meaning tied to preparing and
cooking meals is to do something for others (i.e., a husband, children, grandchildren,
or friends). The whole procedure of preparing a meal can be seen as preparing a gift.
This is sometimes done not only as a duty but with great pleasure, as exemplified in
the following examples:
DT181 She watched Jim eating his dessert noticing when his spoon cut deep
into it how perfect was the layer of cake, jam, more cake and custard
topping.
DT182 “Very nice indeed,” he said when he put his plate aside.
DT183 Pleased she got up and made a plateful of cheese and crackers.
Serving her husband with dessert, Louisa is not just doing what she is supposed to do
as a wife. She wants to show that she is fulfilling her household duty and extending
her love to him. Here I mean Louisa is cooking not just as a duty but cooking with
love, to show her husband how much she cares for him. She spends her passion and
her efforts in creating a dessert with a “perfect” layer of cake. She enjoys the effort
involved in creating food that looks visually interesting and enticing. From these
examples, we can see the degree to which food is a source of intense pleasure in the
lives of Masters’ women characters. Very often, men seek pleasure through food
while women repress their own desires and achieve pleasure by serving food to
others. For Louisa, watching Jim enjoy the cake provides her with a sense of
personal satisfaction derived from feeding others, particularly her husband in this
case.
The example [DT183] suggests Louisa is appreciating the enjoyment of cooking: she
realises that her effort in cooking for her husband is not just fulfilling her role as a
cook but is appreciated by him. The example once more strengthens the fact that
Louisa does cooking and serves food to her husband out of her own willingness and
pleasure as a family woman, not out of a sense of responsibility or social imposition
placed on her. Her husband respects and praises her work, which pleases Louisa very
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much in that she gains recognition for her delicious cooking and is appreciated for
cooking with love.
Earlier in the story, during the dinner with the friends, Louisa keeps making secret
comparisons between her food and theirs. She even believes “[her] bread is the best
part of the meal” and then talks to herself “I’ll show her [my cooking skill or my
delicious food]”. We do not know whether Louisa is really a better cook than Annie
but I think the reason for Louisa’s reaction is that she is trying to cover her
uncomfortable feelings in this embarrassing situation with thoughts of cooking and
food – the things she has control over. Masters’ employment of the possessive
pronoun ‘my’ in “my bread” seems to set a boundary on the relationship between
Louisa and Annie. That Louisa refers to “my” bread indicates her possession over the
food: it must be her bread not anyone else’s to be “the best part of the meal”. With
this possessive pronoun, Masters lets Louisa employ food as a medium for her selfdefinition. In addition, “my” here also in an extended sense refers to ‘my’ love, ‘my’
husband, ‘my marriage’. By confidently affirming that her food is good, Louisa
metaphorically refers to her love for and her possession of her husband, Jim. Also
with these thoughts, Louisa wants to affirm that she is a good wife and a good cook,
and that no one else but she deserves to be Jim’s wife. Now, food is metaphorically
represented by Masters as a part of Louisa’s identity and a sense of herself.
With the lexical choices “cake”, ‘jam”, “custard topping”, Masters implicitly refers
to Louisa’s sweetness and her caring for her husband. In this situation, Louisa does
not need to say anything to her husband: the dessert speaks her love to him. Her food
is not represented by Masters merely as fuel but as an expression of love. Of course
her husband becomes very happy eating the cake, metaphorically enjoying Louisa’s
love. Also in this example, three cooking components are identified: finding out
what to serve, presenting the food as gift in a beautiful manner, and enjoying eating
the food with her husband. This proves that Louisa is using her knowledge of food
and food preparation to control the relationship between herself and her husband and
his ex-girlfriend. In the spirit of the admonishment “don’t bite the hand that feeds
you”, Louisa is lexically depicted by Masters as a woman who efficiently uses food
and her cooking skills to establish and maintain her authority in the household and in
family and social relations, especially to strengthen her marital status.
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In short, Masters’ lexical choices in the story show that Louisa is a family woman
and a good cook. She has control over and competence in domestic duties, especially
preparing food and cooking. Cooking is not only metaphorically painted by Masters
as a duty for Louisa but a pleasure, and the food is her victory as Luce Giard remarks
on the relationship between cooking and women: “culinary activities are for many
women of all ages a place of happiness, pleasure, and discovery” (qtd. in Highmore
151).
Through the image of Louisa and her actions, Masters demonstrates that it is in the
kitchen that women like Louisa discover their selfhood and assert their agency.
Louisa may not explicitly express her love to her husband but she implicitly uses
food to demonstrate her love and to attract his love in return. Food chores allow
Louisa to extend her hospitality to the friends as well as to declare her own love for
her husband. Masters’ word choices in “The Done Thing” clearly illustrate the status
of a woman as a good cook in the family in terms of femininity.
My grammatical and lexical analysis of this story has illustrated that Louisa is
represented by Olga Masters as a keen cook. She loves cooking and as a wife and a
woman and she is also aware of its importance. As a wife, she cooks for her husband
to provide him with food and nutrition and to signal her love and consideration for
him. As a woman, Louisa cooks to define her social position, to prove her hospitality
and, of course, to assert her femininity and claim her husband as her ‘territory’. The
description of Louisa and her love of cooking reveal Masters’ appreciation of the
benefits that household chores, especially cooking, can bring. Masters’ linguistic
representation of Louisa seems to suggest she would agree with Marjorie L.
DeVault’s claim that though food preparation may perpetuate relations of gender
inequality in the household, under certain circumstances it can provide a valued
identity and a source of empowerment for women (232). The above analysis has
clearly shown that Louisa enjoys cooking and that cooking tasks bring her pleasure,
confidence, and selfhood. Yet although Louisa and her husband are cast in a more
intimate interaction in the second half of the story, her success in winning her
husband’s heart still remains unclear.
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4.4

Chapter conclusion

Household duties, such as cleaning the house, doing the washing, and cooking, can
be understood as a means for women to claim agency and to communicate love for
their families and friends (Butler). These daily household tasks are still often
women’s work. This should not be understood only from the perspective of female
responsibilities for domestic chores but as implying an important expression of
identity and social values. Performing these daily routines seems to be closely
related to femininity and the subjective experience of being a woman as well as
carrying positive personalities. In Making Sense of Motherhood, Tina Miller claims
that doing household chores is a part of a feminine identity connected to caring, an
attribute further developed in relation to women’s status as wives and mothers. She
believes that housework and caring are primary elements in the social construction
of femininity.
From the analysis of transitivity patterns and the lexical choices used by Masters in
“The Little Chest” and “The Done Thing”, we can see the traits of femininity
strongly represented by Masters via her two main female characters: Mrs Schaefer –
a very typical housekeeper, and Louisa – a good cook. Being cast in contrasting
situations and bearing different attitudes towards family duties, these two married
women variously demonstrate their womanly roles, and the results of their devotion
and sacrifice are not the same.
As Actors in the majority of material processes in the data under investigation, both
Mrs Schaefer and Louisa are depicted by Masters as actively and eagerly fulfilling
their domestic duties. They are doing what the society expects them to do as a
woman and a wife: Mrs Schaefer keeps “cleaning”, “shining”, “scrubbing” the
windows, the furniture, and the glass and china; Louisa keeps “adding” cookingrelated things to her kitchen such as “a string of baskets”, “big straw pockets of
recipe books, tea towels”, and “a notice board for messages, recipe and household
hints”. They love their jobs of ‘keeping the house’, as in the case of Mrs Schafer, or
doing food chores, as in the case of Louisa.
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Different from the conventional assumption that women are responsible for the
domestic chores, to a certain extent, Masters’ female protagonists Mrs Schaefer and
Louisa are shown to achieve more than merely completing their daily routines. These
female characters are linguistically represented by Masters as searching for their
position in society through everyday household tasks, and these daily chores help
them to develop their identities, gain social recognition, and create their own
definition of belonging. They can find pleasure and locate their selves through
performing these routines. For instance, Mrs Schaefer feels pleased and proud with
her ‘spotlessly clean’ house. Louisa feels secure and respected when her cooking is
warmly welcome and appreciated by her husband. Masters’ suggestion is that they
both perform domestic routines as a way to gain agency and identity.
The investigation of transitivity patterns and lexical choices employed by Masters
demonstrates that, throughout the stories, Masters shows a lot of admiration and
respect for what Mrs Schaefer and Louisa have done. She depicts them as wonderful
family women who care for and nurture their families. However, the analysis also
indicates that Masters seems not totally to approve of traditional feminine roles
which are socially assigned to women, and to be concerned about women’s lives
being determined by domestic roles. To some extent, Mrs Schaefer’s and Louisa’s
effort and commitment to housework have paid off, but this is not necessarily
enough for their security. This is reflected in Masters’ depiction of Mrs Schaefer’s
extreme dedication to housework in the sense that she overdoes it and becomes
obsessive about it. Mrs Schaefer spends so much time and energy keeping the house
clean that she may ignore the other domestic tasks and her work is not appreciated
by her husband. She cannot balance her devotion to housework and her duty as a
good wife. For Louisa, although she is represented by Masters as a good nurturing
wife, the relationship between her and her husband appears less than close,
particularly with the presence of the husband’s ex-girlfriend.
In conclusion, with careful consideration of transitivity patterns and lexical choices,
it is clear that through the images of these two main characters, Mrs Schaefer and
Louisa, Masters demonstrates a nuanced stance on the value of women’s traditional
social location in the domestic sphere along with some of its dangers. They are
linguistically represented as examples of feminine women who enjoy doing
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housework and practise it in ways that shape their identities and perform their
femininity.
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5 FEMININITY AND SACRIFICING MOTHERHOOD
5.1 Introduction
This chapter investigates the linguistic representation of femininity through the
images of good mothers in Masters’ stories. It also explores Masters’ attitudes
towards the relationship between femininity and the devotion or sacrifices of
mothers. The chapter will analyse the female protagonists of two stories: “The Snake
and Bad Tom” and “A Soft and Simple Woman”. Again the transitivity framework
will be a useful tool for the investigation. Section 5.2 will demonstrate the
representation of femininity through the silence of a sacrificing mother in “The
Snake and Bad Tom”. Section 5.3 will explore the rebellious action of a devoted
mother for her children’s sake in “A Soft and Simple Woman”. The final section 5.4
will review the main points drawn from the analysis of how Masters depicts her
female characters’ femininity through their mothering. The chapter also considers
Masters’ attitudes towards domestic violence and the roles of the mothers as
peacekeepers in family conflicts.
In “Mothers at Work: Representations of Maternal Practice in Literature”, Elizabeth
Johnson defines mothering as a job, a kind of work. She adds “the word mother may
also indicate a relationship or a title or a way of caring, but primarily a mother is a
worker, a person who takes responsibility for the care and development of a child”
(22). Making the same point, Anne Wollett and Ann Phoenix claim that mothers are
generally considered to be the most crucial figures in their children’s environment
(29). Mothers are seen as in possession of the emotional and spiritual power that
comes with the ability to reproduce life and nurture children, and this ability is seen
as something that makes mother’s love stronger than anger, frustration or sadness.
Maternal instincts are thought to empower women with a sense of responsibility to
take care of every aspect of family life.
According to such views, a good mother is generally expected to fulfil the meaning
of her life by living through her family members, endlessly yielding, serving and
solving problems. The mother is a ‘problem solver’ and a practical home-maker, as
stated by John Fiske: “there is a myth that women are ‘naturally’ more nurturing and
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caring than men, and thus their natural place is in the home raising the children and
looking after the husband while he, ‘naturally’, of course, plays the role of
breadwinner” (89). This point is supported by Ann Kaplan who identifies one of the
stereotypical representations of motherhood in popular culture as the Angel Mother
or Mother Goddess (48), implying a mother is a true friend we have, whatever
happens she will cling to us, and endeavour by her kind precepts and counsels.
Representations in magazines, newspapers, advertising and literature strengthen the
perception that mothers are at the heart of domestic life, nurturing their families
without concern for their own needs or desires. Their place is in the home, the
perfect environment in which to undertake responsibility for the spiritual and
physical development of children.
In what might at first appear to be a similar view of the naturalness of the ‘mother’
role, many of Masters’ stories describe the lives of women and their motherhood.
These stories include the story of a single mother devoted and jealous of her only
daughter in “Inseparable”, the story of old Mrs Pitman in “The Split” putting up with
her son’s collapsed marriage, the story of Mrs Churcher in “The Christmas Parcel”
warning her daughter, a storekeeper, of potential sexual harassment from the boss, or
the story of Joan in “The Children are Coming” refusing to go out with her husband
because she has to be there to welcome her children, and many other stories. Among
those stories, there are two, “The Snake and Bad Tom” and “A Soft and Simple
Woman”, which carry a strong representation of mothers as carers and protectors of
children. The mothers in these two stories love their children and try to protect them
from their fathers’ rages. However, because of their circumstances, they perform
their love and protection for their children differently.
In the following sections I will look at Masters’ “The Snake and Bad Tom” and “A
Soft and Simple Woman” in the light of conceptions of motherhood and investigate
how Masters linguistically represents femininity through the images of these two
mothers. The study will reveal how they express their love to the children and what
they do to maintain harmony in the family.
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5.2 The silent mother in “The Snake and Bad Tom”
According to Sharon Hays, the essential tenet to which a woman must adhere if she
is to be viewed as a ‘good’ mother is childcare (54). She must be self-sacrificing,
nurturing, selfless, emotional, compassionate, as well as giving efficient attention to
everyday tasks. Making the same point, Lorelei Carpenter and Elke Emerald contend
that a good mother is always available to her children and assumes complete
responsibility for them, and her children are always in need of her, particularly when
they are young (91). All these characteristics tie women’s identities to their roles as
child raisers and nurturers. One of the mothers who bears the above mothering
attributes is the mother in “The Snake and Bad Tom”: in the face of her husband’s
rages, she silently endures suffering for the sake of her children. She becomes a
mediator in the family conflicts and a protector of her children’s welfare. All these
claims will be fully demonstrated in the following sections.
5.2.1 Overview of the story
“The Snake and Bad Tom” opens with the picture of a mother and five children
sitting at the dining table and waiting anxiously for their father to come home from
work “one spring Saturday of 1930”. Right from the beginning of the story, family
tensions can be felt. Instead of commenting on the food or wishing her children a
good appetite, the mother warns them of their behaviour which may arouse their
father’s irritation: ‘“Now everyone behave when Father comes,” Mother said’.
This family is not prosperous: they are just above the level of poverty. The father has
to work hard on other family’s farms, work that does not bring in much money to
support his big family. He is presented as a brutal domestic tyrant, though there is
also some sympathy in Masters’ account of the difficulties he faces. The whole
family, particularly the children, become “totally dependent on the state of their
father’s temper to determine whether they will eat, talk, relax, or be beaten” as Pam
Gilbert has commented on the story (172). The mother is deeply conscious of her
children’s suffering. During dinner, she tries to draw discussion towards the food
and urges them to finish their meals so that there may be no outbursts of rage from
their father. It is the mother who ensures that Tom - a slow and ‘different’ boy - does
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not get a beating from his father. She keeps asking people to eat up and hopes “to
pull Father’s eyes away from Tom”.
The great proportion of the story centres on depicting Tom’s reluctant and protesting
behaviour and his father’s anger towards him. Tom is a thorn in his father’s side and
any of his movements can awaken the father’s temper. The story reaches its climax
when the father “seized Tom by his old cambric shirt” and then “swung the strap
around the table”, hitting Tom with a stinging force. In this horrible situation the
mother tries to calm down the father, while from the bottom of her heart she wishes
Tom would away run as fast as he can. She tries to intimate this to Tom, without
saying so out loud, which would confound the purpose of soothing the father. Of
course, Tom does run.
“The Snake and Bad Tom” is a sad story about the cruelties perpetrated within a
rural family life where the children suffer a lot and the mother seems to bear all the
stress of such a life for her children’s sake so that they are not cruelly treated or
beaten by their father. The story ends with the image of Tom flying through the
green corn paddock and a shining happiness in his mother’s eyes, which may
indicate some positive changes for the family in the future. Escape is identified as a
kind of rebellion when Tom runs out the door, free from his father’s whip, and the
mother’s protest can been through the twitching of her mouth and a new light in her
usually dull eyes.
Though the mother is not the focus of the story, she is visible, important and totally
on the side of her children. Like many of Masters’ female characters, the mother in
“The Snake and Bad Tom” is trapped in her marriage, her poverty and insecurity,
and her husband’s rages. Masters suggests the mother’s femininity through her silent
suffering and sacrifice.
The next section investigates what is going on in this family through extracts taken
from the story “The Snake and Bad Tom”. It shows how the mother is represented in
transitivity roles as a silent, submissive but caring and sacrificing mother.
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5.2.2 Transitivity analysis depicting the mother’s endurance and sacrifice
As mentioned above, there is not much description of the mother in the story.
However, we can still appreciate her endurance and the sacrifices she makes for the
children. The extracts from “The Snake and Bad Tom” selected for transitivity
analysis comprise three sections from the story, making in total 251 clauses. These
excerpts include a portion of 39 clauses in which the mother is a grammatical
participant, and constitute 16% of the total number of clauses in the data. For this
story, I concentrate on the patterns for clauses in which the mother is a Participant,
but it is also very instructive to compare these patterns with the way that other
characters are depicted through transitivity roles.
Looking at Table 5.1, one can notice that the mother is predominantly realised as an
Actor in material processes (19 processes out of the total 39). The next most frequent
realisation is as Sayer in verbal processes (14 out of the total 39), followed by a
Senser in three mental processes, a Behaver in two behavioural processes and a
Carrier in a single relational process.
Table 5.1 Transitivity distribution of the mother in “The Snake and Bad Tom” extracts
Process Types

Roles of the mother

Material

Actor

Frequency of distribution

19

Percentage distribution

49%

Mental

Senser

3

7.5%

Verbal

Sayer

14

36%

Behavioural

Behaver

2

5%

Relational

Carrier

1

2.5%

Total

39

100%

In terms of material processes, appearing as Actor, the mother is depicted either as
fulfilling her expected feminine duties of nurturing the family as in [BT2], [BT8],
and [BT121] or checking and making sure that her children are not doing anything to
upset the father as in [BT3]. Let’s look at the following examples:
BT2 Mother had passed out the plates of potato and pumpkin and corned beef
except Father’s...
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BT3 ... her dull blue eyes skimming over them all, // without resting on
anyone, even Tom.
BT8 ... (the mother was) bustling to the old black stove, // taking his dinner
from the top of a saucepan, // she set it in his place.
BT85 Mother helped Father up, // pressing him into his chair // deliberately
cutting off his vision of Tom.
BT121 Mother got up // and filled the teapot at the stove.
BT136 “I baked a batch of brownies this morning, Lou,”...
BT137 “I’ll get you one [brownie]....”
BT154 “Pass it up // and I’ll put it on the saucepan,”
BT159 Mother reached for Fred’s dinner.
With these examples, Masters linguistically shows the mother’s care and
consideration for the family, particularly her children. On one hand, the mother tries
to provide her children with good food – a delicious dinner they “are anxious to
start”. On the other hand, she wants to hide her anxiety and concern by glancing at
them “without resting [her eyes] on anyone, even Tom” so that her children may not
notice her dull eyes. Like the mother in “A Soft and Simple Woman” (see Section
5.3), she just “looks the same”, pretending that everything is good but her dull eyes
express her suffering. This is taken as an indicator of her sacrifice for her children.
It is noteworthy that, in terms of material processes, in the selected extract, the father
is represented as an Actor with the highest frequency, counting for 20% of the total
136 Actors in the extracts, followed by the mother with 14%. Tom only makes up
8%. This distribution reflects the reality of power and control in the family: the
father is depicted to be the most powerful. Consider the following examples:
BT33 “You! Eat up! // Eat up // or I [the father]’ll skin the hide off you
[Tom]! // I [the father]’ll beat you raw as a skinned wallaby! // S-s-s-s-s- -- “
BT50 Father dropped his knife with a terrible clatter // and seized Tom by his
old cambric shirt.
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BT55 “...I [the father]’ll kill him [Tom]!”
BT107 He [the father] swung the strap around the table like a stockwhip, ....
In contrast to the kind of material processes the mother is involved in, the material
processes in which the father is involved, such as “beat”, “seize”, “kill” “swung”,
reveal the father’s brutality targeted at Tom as Goal.
As for verbal processes, Masters’ deployment of them in the story seems to indicate
that the mother is trying to build up communication with the other family members.
However, if we have a closer look into the following examples, a different
interpretation can be made:
BT3 “Now everyone behave when Father comes”, // Mother said, ...
BT37 “Eat up, everyone,” // said Mother
BT52 “Oh, Lou!” // Mother cried with little moan. // “Don’t Lou!”
BT77 “Finish up your dinner first, Lou, while it’s hot!” // Mother urged.
BT81 “Oh, Lou!” // Mother cried out. // “Lou, are you hurt?”
BT122 “Your tea’s coming Lou,” // she shouted.
BT126 “Take her outside,” // said Mother to Letty and Grace.
In these examples, the mother is depicted by Masters as the Sayer, either making a
request or a command. The Receiver in examples [BT3], [BT37] and [BT77] is
either the children or the father. However, it is likely that the intention is the
children, particularly Tom. The mother does not want to call his name as she wants
to avoid drawing the other family members’ attention towards him. In addition, by
the use of the verbal process “urge”, Masters suggests that the mother wants the
father to finish his dinner as soon as possible, which means that the tension at the
dining table will be over sooner.
Although several verbal processes are used, there is none of the turn-taking
communication of the kind that Halliday suggests verbal processes typically convey
(Functional Grammar 252). There is never any response to the mother’s speech and
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the mother herself does not expect any verbal responses from her children. In fact,
she does not deliver any new information to the children or the father. She keeps
repeating “Finish up your dinner”. The fact is that, without her utterances, the whole
family is suffocating under a frightening and stifling silence: the only sounds are the
father’s “hissing noise under his tongue” and the terrible clatter of knives and forks,
both of which indicate the father’s rages. As a mother, she may not know what to do
to create a pleasant eating time for the family during this terrifying tension. But by
asking the family to eat up their food, she does her best to break this frightening
silence, to direct the children’s attention to their eating rather than the rattling noises,
and above all “to pull Father’s eyes away from Tom”. Masters linguistically shows
how the mother attempts to negotiate with the family so the father’s anger is not
aroused. Though the mother does not stand up against the father directly, she tries to
minimize the risk that Tom may be beaten by the father: She provides this protection
by distracting people from Tom or “cutting off [the father’s] vision of Tom”. This
pattern of verbal processes used by Masters demonstrates that the mother tries her
best to protect her children from their parent’s violence or to put them out of harm’s
way, as can be seen in the example [BT127] when she asks the girls to get out of
their father’s sight.
The mother’s effort to maintain family harmony can also be seen in example [BT3]
when she says “Now everyone behave when Father comes”. Behaving in ways that
she thinks will not upset their father could also include asking the children to be
quiet and not to disturb their father. This example demonstrates that the mother does
not dare to openly show her protest against the father’s rages, or provide any instant
protection for her children; rather she focuses on trying to get the children to be good
so that the abuse does not happen so often. This shows her responsibility to shield
her children from daily confrontations with her husband, their father.
In clause complexes [BT52] and [BT77], although the Receiver is the father, this
does not demonstrate an actual reciprocal communication between him and the
mother. In fact, the mother is shown as attempting to appease the father and calm
him down to ease the family tensions. Here the mother can be seen as responsible for
monitoring the father’s behaviour and ensuring that the children behave in a certain
way without making the situation worse or irritating the father. Masters’
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employment of the phrases “cried with a little moan” or “cried out” further
illustrates the mother’s sorrow and weakness: even though she tries to be a
peacekeeper and a protector in the family conflicts, the mother is incapable of
stopping them altogether.
It is the common idea that a ‘good’ mother always puts her children first, regardless
of the circumstances. This implies that women ought to prioritise their children’s
needs over their own needs: a good mother does not care about herself, her thoughts
are for her children. The reflection of this idea is visible in the detail of “Mother’s
plate with so little of her food eaten”. In such circumstances, the mother is often
depicted by Masters to as juggling her children’s needs and behaviours with her
husband’s demands. She feels so stressed and concerned with calming the family
tension, either by pleasing the father or keeping the children under control, that the
mother has no time to eat.
There are several relational processes in the data but most of them refer to the food
such as: “Finish up your dinner first // while it is hot”. Using the Attribute “hot”,
Masters suggests that the mother is a good nurturer who serves the family a freshlycooked meal. However, Masters may also metaphorically refer here to the hot/
suffocating atmosphere of the dinner when the children must watch their behaviour
or speech in order not to upset their father. So scared and suffocated, the children
cannot enjoy the food, particularly Tom who is sitting at the dinner table with
‘butterflies in his stomach’, “his lips moving and not with pumpkin or potato behind
them”. He does not eat his food but “count[ed] on his fingers under the table” for the
time when everyone is sent to bed. Tom and his siblings are definitely described as
suffering from their father’s verbal and physical mistreatment and sadly, as
defenceless children, there is very little they can do to prevent it.
Masters’ description of the father’s situation below shows that the father is cruel
partly because he is unable to cope anymore with the pressures of poverty and a
heavy load of farm work. He is presented as a horrible bully, but Masters provides us
with some explanations for his violence:
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The young whelp! The dingo! Neglecting food slaved for under the shot gun
and orders barked out by old Jack Reilly on whose farm Father did labouring
work because his own place couldn’t keep the seven of them. Seven! My God,
he should be free to go to Yulong races this afternoon with money in his
pocket and an oyster coloured felt hat, a white shirt and a red tie (my
emphasis).
The father dreams of a better life that he believes he deserves: he should be able to
go to the races with money in his pocket. He is soon brought back to the miserable
reality of his life: the burden of five children and farm labour have turned him into a
bad-tempered man. The example above shows that father feels miserable that he no
longer has the freedom to follow his hobbies, like going to the races. His anger at the
children is probably rooted in the hardships of his life. While creating a scenario that
problematises the controlling and silencing presence of the male figure, Masters
simultaneously draws readers’ attention to the way poverty puts pressure on people
and controls them. The father has become the victim of these pressures of life
squeezes.
Taking a closer look at the transitivity, the analysis reveals that the mother and her
children endure a lot of physical and emotional cruelty at the hands of their husband
and father. My question is whether Masters depicts the mother as a ‘good-enough
mother’ when in several cases the mother just stands there, pretending to be innocent
and watching the father venting his aggression on the children of whom Tom
becomes the scapegoat.
The transitivity patterns used by Masters shows that the mother cannot provide
adequate protection for her children: her children are verbally abused and beaten by
the father at the dining table as she is witness. She does not even dare to stop the
father’s verbal and physical maltreatment of Tom and the other children. However, I
think Masters shows reasons why the mother does not demonstrate strong protests at
the father’s rages. As a mother, she does not want to make the situation worse by
confronting the father, a violent bully: she may not want her children to suffer more
from domestic violence or to witness the arguments between herself and her
husband. If she does attempt to confront him, the abusive father may well become
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more enraged and likely hurt his children severely. It feels like the only option is to
avoid antagonising this bully: she does not want to add fuel to the fire of his anger.
From the economic aspect, a mother who stays at home taking care of a big family
of seven children becomes financially dependent and, therefore, a weak woman.
Masters implies that the mother is trapped by her husband’s rages, and has lost her
power partly because she has no access to money. The only sure way for her to
protect her children would be to move out of the house with them and leave the
abusive relationship. Unfortunately, this cannot happen due to many social norms
and family values among which divorce is not socially or morally appreciated.
However, we may wonder if it is enough to excuse her actions or enough to make
her sympathetic.
In my opinion, Masters may be suggesting that the mother’s silent suffering contains
the acceptance of a patriarchal rule, reflected in the fear of the mother herself and
children. The acceptance contains the unspeakable messages that she may think it is
safer not to reveal her feelings and opinions through words. Also as a mother of a
big family and someone who lived through the Depression, Masters would not
criticise but sympathize with the mother for her negative submission and passive
protection of her children – the mother is a victim of poverty, a patriarchal society,
and the harshness of Australian rural life. The story is really a chilling tale of the
abuse of a child by an ugly-tempered father, while the rest of the family, terrified
into complicity, are as much his victims as poor Tom.
Throughout the story, though Masters does not spend much time writing about the
mother or depicting her protests against the father, one can still feel her sympathy for
the mother through the language she uses: the mother is restricted to all the feminine
roles. Although she is domesticated, she is still unappreciated and bullied by her
husband. She faces a dilemma. As a mother, she really wants to protect her children
and provide them with a pleasant family life. As a wife, she does not want to
confront her husband. However, we have reason to expect some changes in her
reaction towards the father’s rages: the twitching of her mouth and a new light in her
usually dull eyes bring hope of a better life for the children as indicated in “Mother
had a vision of Tom flying through the green corn. She blinked the dullness from her
eyes. One corner of her mouth twitched”. Masters’ description of the mother
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twitching her mouth and Tom running away from the father’s whip is seen as a kind
of self-protection and rebellion against domestic abuse.
In short, the transitivity analysis of the extracts from “The Snake and Bad Tom”
demonstrates the mother’s endurance and sacrifice for the children’s welfare in the
father’s rages: not only is she a good nurturer but also a mediator in the fatherchildren conflicts. She is depicted by Masters as a woman who serves a delicious
dinner with “plates of potato and pumpkin and corned beef” and who “bake[s] a
batch of brownies”. Loving her children very much, she tries to protect them and to
minimise the father’s resentment, which can be seen in the distribution of verbal
processes in which the mother is Sayer. Though she does not voice recriminations
against her husband, she shows her protest against his brutality to their children.
Masters’ description of the mother’s twitching her mouth and blinking the dullness
from her eyes implies her positive reactions in future.
The next section will deal with Masters’ lexical choices to describe the mother’s
attributes of femininity through her unspoken suffering for her children’s sake.
5.2.3 Lexical choices depicting the mother’s unspoken suffering
Conversations during a meal provide opportunities for a family to bond, plan,
connect, and learn from one another. It’s a chance to share information and news of
the day, as well as to give extra attention to children. Family meals can foster
warmth, security and love, as well as feelings of belonging. It can be a unifying
experience for all.
In her review of The Home Girls, Thelma Forshaw refers to the mother in “The
Snake and Bad Tom” as a ‘dulled mother’ and a ‘mere helpless intercessor’. She
swallows her own outrage and caters to her man. She tries, at first, to avoid the
inevitable by pacifying him, making sure nothing upsets him, doing little extra
favours such as offering him tea and freshly-baked brownies. She hopes her efforts
will keep the family violence from happening, then shields her children from her
husband’s anger.
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The presence of children and concern for their welfare, too, can also serve as a
barrier to women leaving a violent relationship. The fear of being rejected may be
another factor that can entrap women in abusive relationships. Thus, it is a
combination of internal and external barriers that has already been found in “The
Snake and Bad Tom” to hinder the mother from leaving this abusive husband or
rebelling against him.
We are made to feel that Tom’s family are leading a life of poverty or suffering other
kinds of financial and emotional burdens in the wake of the Great Depression. They
struggle both with making a living and with the cruelty of the father. They have
difficulty making ends meet as the father believes “his own place couldn’t keep the
seven of them”. To some extent, the family poverty and the father’s mistreatment of
the children may go hand in hand.
Masters lexical choices help the reader to feel the suffering of the mother and her
children right from the beginning of the story. The words “anxious”, “fearful”, “dull
eyes”, and “cried with a little moan” are deployed by Masters to describe the family
tensions. The whole family, especially the children, seem to be walking on eggshells
so as not to upset their father. However, the father’s violence is often unpredictable
and tends to happen regardless of the mother’s and children’s behaviour. It seems
that there are feelings of anger burning inside the father like a volcano ready to
explode. Table 5.2 lists the phrases which are used in representing this tension.
The critical point is that all the words in Table 5.2 have a similar denotation of either
violence or fear and are used by Masters in sketching the family conflict, the father’s
rancour, and the mother’s and children’s worries. Throughout the story, the father is
depicted by Masters as continuously shouting at his children, pouring abuse on them,
more often cursing Tom. He beats Tom black and blue with the strap. He even
threatens to kill Tom. Whenever the other family members try to save Tom from the
father’s rage, he leaps at them, cursing and hitting out at them. Thus very often the
children are twisted with anxiety when they face their father.
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Table 5.2 Phrases denoting the family tension in “The Snake and Bad Tom”
Adjectives

Nominal phrases

Verbal phrases

anxious
fearful
angry
shocked
angry

a terrible clatter
noise of tearing
a noise like bullets from a double
barrelled gun
a hissing noise under his tongue
a warning
the leather trap
the shocked faces
shocked gasps

seized (Tom)/
urged
cried with little moan
cried out
kill
hit
beat
skin... off
flicking
slap
stolen a look

In “The Snake and Bad Tom”, Masters lexically presents the child characters as
quite aware of the tensions in the family. They have to balance the choice of
standing on father’s side against Tom or risking their father’s resentment. They
blame Tom for their father’s anger though it is not always his fault. They flatter and
please their father by picking on Tom or drawing attention to his mistakes. Consider
the following examples:
BT38 “Everyone is eating except Tom,” Grace said looking at Father for
approval.
BT57 “I’ll pick up Father’s chair” said Letty looking at everyone and
anticipating their envy because she thought of it first.
They consider Tom as the acceptable scapegoat of the family. It is not because
Tom’s siblings hate him but they have no choice: they have to blame Tom and hold
him responsible to keep themselves from being unloved or even punished by their
father. They understand that as long as the father’s behaviour is due to Tom’s faults,
they themselves can avoid all the pent-up rage from the father. If they do not follow
this rule, the consequences may be severe and unpredictable. Take Rosie’s case as an
example. When little Rosie merely expresses her feelings, “I love Tom” and “Don’t
hit Tom!”, what she receives from her father is a flick of the whip on her cheek and a
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hard strap on her arms. Living in that family, even the baby Rosie hopes to regain
her father’s favour by denouncing her miserable brother Tom.
Rosie stuck half a hand in her mouth and stared at the floor. After a moment
she removed the hand and cried out ‘I hate Tom!’.
Father stopped chewing and snapped his head back staring ahead. Then
without turning his face he put an arm out in Rosie’s direction. She raced for
him, climbing onto his knee and laying her head against his flannel she began
to sob again. ‘See! Father loves you, Rosie,’ Grace cried.
Tom is characterised as the ‘different’ boy in the family in the sense that he tries to
act in his own way without making any compromise with his father. He seems to
derive enjoyment from seeing his father angry, and regularly tries to ‘push his
buttons’. For example, when the whole family enjoys the father’s joke on his
favourite Rosie which they think “quite laughable”, Tom shrugs his shoulders and
“hadn’t laughed”. In the other incident, he answers back to the father when his father
yells at him, to which the other family members respond with “shocked faces”. This
is perhaps part of the reason why people always pick on him and why he is the one
most physically and mentally affected by the father’s rages.
Being treated by his father and the other children as a trouble maker, Tom is
depicted as suffering from physical abuse and psychological maltreatment. He is
always being attacked and shouted at for minor issues or even for nothing. In his
father’s eyes, it is Tom who always worsens the family situation. Consequently, the
father may “[seize] the strap and [slap] it hard” whenever anything exasperates him,
in this case because of Tom’s “lifting a shoulder… and rubbing it around his ear” or
his “lips moving and not with pumpkin or potato behind them”. All of these
behaviours of Tom’s irritate the father greatly. He physically grabs Tom and he
threatens to “take the skin off” Tom and beat him “like a skinned wallaby”. As a
negative reaction to his father’s unreasonable anger towards him, Tom, in his mind,
always refers to his father with the image of a dangerous snake: either a brown snake
or a red bellied one. The metaphor of the snake is used by Masters to indicate that
Tom can be attacked by his father - “a snake” in Tom’s imagination or by a real
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snake in the corn paddocks at any time, unexpectedly, even for no reason, as
confirmed by Rosie: “Yes, a big black snake might bite bad Tom”.
To some extent, then this is also the picture of an abused and under-respected
husband. Masters shows his wife feeling sorry for him, as illustrated in the following
examples:
BT52 “Oh, Lou!” Mother cried with little moan. “Don’t Lou!”
BT81 “Oh, Lou!” Mother cried out.
BT82“Lou, are you hurt?”
When the father seats himself missing the chair and hits the floor, it is the mother
who “helped Father up”. Despite all the cruelty, mother keeps silent, waits on her
husband with dinner, a cup of tea, and a freshly-baked brownie, trying to prevent any
irritation which might get on his nerves. When the children are cruelly treated or
beaten by the father, she becomes the mediator in the deep-seated conflict, especially
between the father and Tom. She feels instantly drawn into a triangle, torn between
her children and her husband. Aside from her anxiety and hurt, Masters’ depiction
perhaps implies feelings of guilt on the part of the mother that she is not able to
prevent the abuse, or suggests that she is thoroughly oppressed: her eyes are always
dull. An important inference is that the mother seems to stand all the stress of such a
life for her children’s sake.
In short, Masters’ employment of transitivity patterns and lexical choices denoting
violence and anger make “The Snake and Bad Tom” a terrible story of a family
violence. In this story it is the mother who suffers most and the young son Tom is
forced to be the scapegoat for the father and his siblings - he is made to bear the
blame for the others, and the dulled mother becomes a mere intercessor. The
frightening tension and fear is depicted through the shrunken fear and nervousness of
the children. The rages of the father are depicted with the father as an Actor in a
wide range of material processes denoting cruel meanings such as “kill”, “slap”,
“beat”, and “skin off”. In contrast, the mother is described by Masters as a devoted
housewife and nurturer when she is engaged in many material processes like “pass”
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the plates, “bake” the brownies, and “turn to” the stove. Although Masters does not
textually concentrate on depicting the mother’s feelings and reactions to the father’s
bullying or the children’s sufferings, one still feels her love and sacrifice for the
children. She is often depicted as trying to minimise the father’s anger during dinner
by urging people to finish their food, metaphorically to end the tensions, as can be
seen in the great frequency of verbal processes with the mother as a Sayer. She
becomes the mediator for harmony in the family conflicts. She does not show her
protest against the father immediately. Only at the end of that frightening meal when
her son Tom has fled in terror and her other children are frightened sycophants at her
husband’s feet does she blink the dullness from her eyes and twitch one corner of her
mouth. I agree with Pam Gilbert when she claims that Masters employs the twitch to
indicate a will to act differently in the future, like Sarah Laycock in “A Soft and
Simple Woman” (172) (see Section 5.3). For all her deeds, one can understand that
the mother’s silent suffering in the story obviously becomes the price for whatever
happiness and harmony the family might have.
5.3 Mrs Laycock as a courageous mother in “A Soft and Simple Woman”
As mentioned before, images of caring mothers are very common in Masters’
writing. They are depicted as being available to give children care, consideration and
protection. In the previous section, we saw “The Snake and Bad Tom” as the story of
a mother’s sacrifice and endurance for the sake of her children. In the following
sections, we find another example of a mother as a dedicated care-taker. Similar to
the mother in “The Snake and Bad Tom”, Mrs Laycock in Masters’ “A Soft and
Simple Woman”, first of all sets a good example of a child-focused mother; she is
there to put her children to bed and to comfort them, to protect them from their
father’s rages, and even to fulfil their dreams. The question is whether she, like the
mother in “The Snake and Bad Tom”, accepts the father’s rages and suffers silently
or whether she will fight to claim a better life for herself and her children.
5.3.1 Overview of the story
“A Soft and Simple Woman”, a story from Olga Masters’ collection A Long Time
Dying, describes the family of the Laycocks living in Cobargo. The story focuses on
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the sufferings and endurance of the children and the mother, Mrs Laycock, under the
father’s patriarchal practices and rages. Dick, their eldest son, seems to suffer most.
He has a strong passion for drawing but in the family he believes there is no room
and no time for his drawing because it is “a man’s world”. As a man, he is supposed
to work hard outside in the fields, attending to cattle and harvesting crops. His
mother, Mrs Laycock, loves him and the other children very much: she cares for
them and she comforts them every night, but she is depicted as “too soft and simple
to stand up to [her husband]”. In contrast to his wife, Mr Laycock (Albie) appears
as a rude and cruel man who “hardly ever spoke civilly”. His behaviour to his family
is very violent. He treats his children as animals and the house shudders with his
moods and tempers (Gilbert 181).
But as a popular saying has it, ‘even a worm will turn’; one day Mrs Laycock
dramatically changes herself and does what she can to protect her children against
the father with the hope of bringing them a better future. The incident comes about
when Albie whips his eldest son and refuses to pay for his studies, and his wife,
despite her reputation as “a soft and simple woman”, takes down the shotgun and
confronts him with an uncompromising demand: money for his son’s studies or a
shot through his head. The responsibility of caring for her family helps the mother
remain strong and determined not to be defeated during these difficult times. She
proves to be a caring and responsible mother.
In an article in the Canberra Times, Marian Eldridge concludes that “A Soft and
Simple Woman” is a tense, dramatic story in which a gentle woman finally brings
herself to stand up to a sadist. Sharing the same view, Katharine England in “Short
Stories are Tough and Stylish” claims that Mrs Laycock possesses inner strength
which is matched by action when her bullying husband compels it. I myself argue
that Mrs Laycock’s transformation from a soft woman into a determined and
courageous one is the result of her love for her children.
The next sections will provide evidence for an interpretation of Mrs Laycock as a
caring mother and in the end a woman of action who fights against her husband’s
abuses. The analysis concentrates on three extracts from the story “A Soft and
Simple Woman”, focusing on the main character Mrs Laycock. It will demonstrate
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Masters’ linguistic representation of femininity through Mrs Laycock’s protests and
her determination to gain a better life for her children.
5.3.2 Transitivity analysis depicting Mrs Laycock’s determination
The extracts from “A Soft and Simple Woman” selected for transitivity analysis
comprise two sections from the story, a total of 250 clauses. These excerpts include a
portion of 63 clauses in which Mrs Laycock is a Participant, and constitute 39% of
the total number of clauses in the data.
Table 5.3 shows the great predominance of material processes in representing the
main character Mrs Laycock. Out of the 63 clauses in the extracts in which Mrs
Laycock is involved as a Participant, 39 are material. This means that Mrs Laycock’s
world is full of ‘doing’ activities: she is either fulfilling the feminine duties of a
housewife and a mother, or she is taking actions against the husband’s rages. The
next highest frequency is of verbal and mental processes, counting for ten and nine
processes respectively, mostly demonstrating the arguments between Mrs Laycock
and her husband over the control of a gun and the payment for Dick’s training. There
are four relational processes and only one behavioural process.
Table 5.3 Transitivity distribution of Mrs Laycock in “A Soft and Simple Woman”
extracts
Process Types

Roles of Mrs Laycock

Frequency of distribution

Percentage distribution

Material

Actor

39

62.5%

Mental

Senser

9

14%

Verbal

Sayer

10

15.5%

Behavioural

Behaver

1

1.5%

Relational

Carrier

4

6.5.%

Total

63

100%

Right from the beginning of the story Mrs Laycock is introduced by Masters as “a
soft and simple woman”. The attributes “soft” and “simple” reveals that she is “soft”
to her children and even to her constantly angry husband, and she is “simple” in the

156

sense that she just follows her husband and never argues with him. Let us consider
the following examples:
SW2 ... Albie Laycock was a slave driver // and his wife, Sarah, [was] too soft
and simple to stand up to him.
SW15 If a visitor came, he [Albie] sat him in the little sitting room …// and
called out to Mrs Laycock to bring tea in.
In [SW2], Masters’ usage of the relational process “was” identifies Sarah or Mrs
Laycock’s personality as “soft and simple” and with the use of degree word “too”
this personality becomes negative, projecting the negative implication in the next
material process of “stand up to”. This sentence could be rewritten as ‘Sarah [Mrs
Laycock] was very soft and simple so she could not stand up to him’. Therefore, she
is described as not possessing any power over Albie, her husband, though Masters
presents Mrs Laycock as the potential but negated Actor of the material process “to
stand up to him” embedded in the Attribute “too soft and simple”.
Mrs Laycock’s passive role can also be seen in [SW15]. In the verbal process ‘called
out’ Albie is a Sayer and Mrs Laycock as a Receiver. In this case Mrs Laycock is
verbally requested to serve tea to her husband and visitor while Albie just “sat him
[the visitor] in the sitting room”. This points out Mrs Laycock’s passivity in her
marriage though it also illustrates her devotion as a wife.
Apart from this “soft and simple” personality, Mrs Laycock is represented by
Masters as a truly caring mother. The examples below illustrate this point.
SW27 Mrs Laycock, holding a kettle of water to pour over the plates and cups
in the washing-up dish, lifted it higher ...
SW95 Mrs Laycock, in spite of Albie, tidied the three girls after the washingup was done. // ... she roasted meat // and baked // and boiled vegetables
of every variety in the garden (she made vegetables and flower gardens
and maintained them), // and made a special pudding, apples in a suet
crust or blackberry pie in the winter, lemon tart or trifle in the summer.
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Mrs Laycock appears in these occurrences as the Actor of a series of Material
processes, namely “holding”, “lifted”, “tidied”, “roasted”, “baked”, and “boiled”.
With the choice of cooking-related verbs, Masters emphasises Mrs Laycock’s
qualities as a caring mother and a good nurturer. As an Actor, she has an effect on
the Goal, here “the girls”, “meat”, “vegetables”: Mrs Laycock not only “tidied” the
girls but also “roasted meat” and “baked vegetables” to feed them.
Caring for the children does not only mean serving them with delicious food but also
communicating with them to maintain a good mother-child relationship. In the story
there are several cases of verbal interactions between Mrs Laycock and the children
as seen below:
SW73 Mrs Laycock to the children: ‘Sleep well’
SW202 Mrs Laycock to Minnie: ‘Take them [bread crumbs] off’
SW203 Mrs Laycock to the children: ‘Make sure you all piddle well’
SW210 Mrs Laycock to children: ‘Goodnight all of you and sleep well’
SW241 Mrs Laycock to Dick: ‘You drawing anything?’
The above occurrences express Mrs Laycock’s close relationship with and
consideration for the children. She is interested in talking to them about their own
endeavours, comforts them, and whatever happens during the day she never forgets
to wish them goodnight as illustrated in examples SW73 and SW210. As a good
mother she knows that sleeping time is important for the children. She wants them to
have a good sleep, forgetting all about hardship or their father’s anger. Though the
whole family is suffering from poverty, hardships in life and even family tensions,
Mrs Laycock does try to provide some support and comfort for her children. These
examples point out that Mrs Laycock not only nurtures the children well but also
cares for them mentally and psychologically. In Adrienne Rich’s words, she is seen
as an ‘Angel in the House’ who is the emotional and moral ‘back-bone’ of the
family, taking care of everyone’s physical and emotional well-being (27).This is also
one of the important representations of femininity in the story.
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In total contrast to Mrs Laycock, Mr Laycock or Albie is described as an uglytempered father, a villainous character who prevents his children from fulfilling their
dreams. He “hardly ever spoke civilly to his family, even with other people around”.
One can see in Albie a portrait of an abusive father similar to Lou, the father in “The
Snake and Bad Tom”. These fathers vent their anger on the children, shouting at
them and calling them animals for no reason. From Albie’s perspective, because he
has to take the responsibility to house the children and feed them, he has the right to
their labour and to ask them to work on the farm without payment. He usually
criticises them for not working hard enough, referring to them as “lazy, useless
animals”. He condemns his eldest son Dick’s love of drawing and refuses to pay for
his drawing studies in Sydney. Clearly, Albie is inflicting a kind of verbal and
economic abuse on his children.
The story reaches its climax when Mrs Laycock takes a step against Albie. Though
being rudely addressed by him as “stupid woman”, “silly woman”, or “crazy woman”
in an argument with Albie on whether they can afford for Dick to go to Sydney for
drawing lessons, she shows her strong determination and control over the situation,
which differentiates her from the earlier image in the story as a submissive and
passive wife. Now after a long period of oppression, she dares to stand up to her
husband. She changes to fight for the children, thus turning a passive and obedient
woman into a strong and decisive one. Consider the material clauses in the following
examples.
SW304 Mrs Laycock went into the lumber room // and took the shotgun from
the wall, // she took a sugar bag from a folded pile inside an old meat
safe [[where she kept her smaller garden tools]].
SW305 She slipped the gun inside the bag // and pulled the top together
around the end of the barrel, // holding it by that.
SW308 She rode Jess down the gully ...
SW358 She pressed the gun against her side // and tiptoed across the back
veranda // and, opening the door of the lumber room, // hooked the gun
back on the wall // and folded the bag as neat as the others // and put it
with them in the old meat safe.
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As an Actor in these Material clauses, the image of Mrs Laycock is totally different
from the Actor roles assigned to her in the earlier part of the story. In the above
examples, Mrs Laycock becomes very active in her actions by carrying out a series
of strong actions such as “took”, “kept”, “pulled”, “rode”, ‘pressed’, etc. The Goals
of her actions no longer include the kitchen-related objects as vegetables or cakes but
things like “the shotgun”, “the sugar bag”, “the garden tools” which tend to relate to
a man’s world, as exemplified in Table 5.4.
Table 5.4 Illustration of Mrs Laycock as an Actor and the Goals of her actions

Clauses

Things

affected

by

Mrs

Laycock’s actions
SW304b

^she took the shotgun from the wall,

Mrs Laycock affects the shotgun

SW304c she took a sugar bag from a folded Mrs Laycock affects a sugar bag
pile inside an old meat safe
SW304d she kept her smaller garden tools

Mrs Laycock affects the tools

SW305a She slipped the gun inside the bag

Mrs Laycock affects the gun

SW305b and ^she pulled the top together Mrs Laycock affects the bag
around the end of the barrel,
SW308a She pressed the gun against her side

Mrs Laycock affects the gun

SW308d ^she hooked the gun back on the wall

Mrs Laycock affects the gun

SW308e ^she folded the bag as neat as the Mrs Laycock affects the bag
others
SW308f

and ^she put it with them in the old Mrs Laycock affects the bag
meat safe.

The examples from Table 5.4 portray Mrs Laycock’s huge transformation from a
gentle mother/ nurturer into an active, bold and determined woman. They express
Mrs Laycock’s resolve to do something to give Dick a better chance for his drawing
career.
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Mrs Laycock’s determination can further be seen in the fact that in the argument
with Albie, Mrs Laycock no longer keeps silent or “looks the same”. She confidently
shows her ideas, knowledge and even her command. Here is what she says when
facing Albie at the gate.
Mrs Laycock: I’ve been around guns for a long time, Albie
Mrs Laycock: I know when one’s loaded
Mrs Laycock: … it can shoot through a bit of bag, and through a bit of head
Mrs Laycock: I know what horses do
Mrs Laycock: I’ve been around horses too, a long time
Mrs Laycock: You used the whip on Dick
Mrs Laycock: Stop
Mrs Laycock: You carry your money around with you Albie
Mrs Laycock: Put ten dollars of it under a stone there for Dick to go to Sydney
with
Mrs Laycock: That’s all you’ve got to do
Mrs Laycock: Put that money under the stone there before Minnie and the
others get home from school.
Masters’ employment of the mental and relational processes “know” and “be
around” respectively show Mrs Laycock asserting her confidence and control over
guns and horses which are often associated with the male sphere. She also accuses
Albie of whipping Dick and describes his brutality as similar to the behaviour of an
“animal”. Again, the image of Mrs Laycock depicted by Masters in these instances
is quite different from that in the early part of the story when she is defined as “too
soft and simple to stand up to him [Albie]”. Here, she does dares to “stand up to”
Albie.
The imperative clauses used by Masters in the above examples also show Mrs
Laycock as no longer passively listening to her husband but proactively giving him
orders as well. She assertively commands Albie to “stop” or “put money under the
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stone”. In Halliday’s Introduction to Functional Grammar, it is argued that
imperative sentences are more intended for the speaker’s sake than for any potential
listener. They are meant more for the speaker’s immediate wants and needs. These
sentences tend to be spoken out of frustration, are more primitive grammatically, and
are usually about the here and now. Because of these features, we may speculate that
Mrs Laycock’s sudden reaction to Albie is the result of long lasting constraint
evaporating under the force of Albie’s patriarchal practices.
The examination of the transitivity patterns here demonstrates that Mrs Laycock
does it for her children, particularly Dick, because she loves them so much and she
believes that it is her duty to protect them and give them a better life. She proves to
be a responsible mother who willingly breaks her own boundaries as a dependent
housewife to become an assertive woman. She moves from a long-time endurance of
suffering to become a new active being. Let’s look at the following examples.
SW359 Then she dusted off her hands something was clinging to them and
going into the kitchen where the children were, ..., she turned her
sleeves back and told them to change into their old clothes while she
buttered them some scones.
SW360 She was surprised to feel the scones so fresh, it seemed such a long
time since she had made them.
After taking ‘a deep breath’ and deciding to do what she is supposed to do, Mrs
Laycock seems quite relaxed and satisfied. The example [SW359] with the
Circumstance of location “into the kitchen” shows the fact that right after the
rebellious moment, she returns to the feminine roles of a caring mother: she tells the
children to change their clothes and then nourishes them with buttered scones. The
material clauses “she dusted off her hands something was clinging to them” and “she
turned her sleeves back” further emphasizes Mrs Laycock’ relief and contentment:
these clauses metaphorically imply she has “dusted off” the burden of patriarchal
practice and her husband’s rages. The freshness of scones in the example [SW360]
shows she has a sense of pride that she has won herself, survived and started over. I
agree with Katharine England in considering what Mrs Laycock has done as a blow
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to convention which promises the possibility of change or of an eventual partial
freedom (“Short Stories”).
Through these examples, Masters suggest the inner realities that influence how
women in general and Mrs Laycock in particular cope with the domestic violence
they experience. On one hand, Mrs Laycock’s internal resources reflect a powerful
self that is capable of fighting and rescuing herself and her children. On the other
hand, her inner resources also denote a powerless self, influenced by internalized
social norms that require her to be a good wife and mother by maintaining the family
harmony. However, we can see Masters’ positive view in the internal versus external
battle of Mrs Laycock when the powerful self and mother inside Mrs Laycock
jointly lead her to carry out the actions which demonstrate her assertiveness over her
daily life. This shows sympathy and support from Masters towards her female
protagonists who are experiencing family violence, gender discrimination, and
patriarchal oppression.
In short, the transitivity analysis of the extracts from “A Soft and Simple Woman”
show the mother’s endurance and sacrifice for the children’s welfare in the face of
the father’s rages: not only is Mrs Laycock a good nurturer but also a protector in the
face of domestic bully. She is depicted by Masters as a woman who cares for her
children, tidying them up, and offering them scones and nutritious meals. These
mothering attributes can be seen in the wide distribution of material processes in
which the mother appears as an Actor in the first part of the story, for example, “she
roasted meat and baked and boiled vegetables of every variety in the garden (she
made vegetables and flower gardens and maintained them), and made a special
pudding...”. The second part of the story shows the totally different image of Mrs
Laycock: she gets engaged in a series of actions denoting her bravery and boldness
such as “took the shotgun”, “slipped the gun inside the bag”, “pressed the gun
against her side”, and “hooked the gun back on the wall”. These material processes
express Mrs Laycock’s transformation from a submissive wife into a decisive and
confident woman. Masters’ description of Mrs Laycock’s “dusting off her hand”
denotes that she is ready to face her husband and challenge his rages.
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The next section will deal with Masters’ lexical choices in depicting Mrs Laycock’s
feminine features through her daily activities of caring for the children and dealing
with her husband’s bullying.
5.3.3 Lexical choices in depicting Mrs Laycock’s decisiveness
Apart from two Attributes “soft” and “simple” used in the beginning of the story to
refer to Mrs Laycock’s personality (see Section 5.3.2), one can gain a better idea
about her life, her thoughts and feelings through the images created through her
children’s eyes. Here are the phrases the children, particularly Dick, often use to
picture their mother whenever they have a chance to watch her.
Lowered eyes
Her face oval like flame
Her hair darker than Minnie’s
Her sorrowing face
Her light and girlish voice
Whispery voice
Brighter face
Her low and whispery voice
Mrs Laycock is lexically represented by Masters with images full of emotion and
feeling. Master’s use of the phrases “lowered eyes” and “sorrowing face” indicates
that Mrs Laycock endures and suffers a lot. Like the mother in “The Snake and Bad
Tom”, Mrs Laycock is a silent sufferer to avoid inciting more episodes of rage from
the father. Then, to offset the lack of father’s care and love for her children, Mrs
Laycock devotes all her love and care to them. She usually wishes them goodnight in
“her light and whispery / girlish voice” – which is totally contrary to the bullying /
angry voice of the father. In addition, the label characterizing Mrs Laycock as “a soft
and simple woman” emphasizes her role as kind-hearted wife and mother in the first
instance.
In spite of being abused and sadly suffering when facing the husband, Mrs
Laycock’s emotion and feelings change dramatically when communicating with the
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children. One can no longer see the sadness or worries in her face but a “brighter
face”. Dick describes her face “oval like flame” – he can feel the energy of the
inspiration from his mother. Among the difficulties of his life and his bullying
father, his mother appears as the “flame” to guide him and to warm his heart.
Though there are many burdens on her shoulders, she never raises her voice to the
children. She is described as becoming ‘sweet’ and talking to them in “whispery
voice”. Through these details Masters demonstrates that Mrs Laycock is quite aware
of her roles as a caring mother and a feminine woman.
However, she cannot do much for her children because of her husband’s rages. This
may be due either to her characteristic of being “soft and simple”, or to the fact that
Mrs Laycock accepts the current situation to avoid more tension in the family. Many
times in the story her husband Albie is depicted by Masters as showing his peevish
disposition and brutality to her and her children. In these situations, Mrs Laycock
may feel very depressed but she just keeps silent and shows no reaction to it, she
“always looks the same”. As a caring mother, she does not want her children to
witness their parents’ arguments or to live with feelings of family insecurity.
Therefore, she carries within her all the concerns and sorrows. Her patience and
endurance illustrate a considerate motherhood.
Mrs Laycock is represented by Masters in the heights of ‘angelic’ motherhood when
it comes to her children. She is full of the archetypal unconditional maternal love
every mother is expected to feel. In a daily life of hardships, she has many things to
worry about. However, her love for her children is strong enough to forget those
worries and devote herself to entertaining them:
SW99 Sometimes Mrs Laycock would quite suddenly stick her needle in her
sewing (although it was mostly mending) and snap the basket shut and
lift the lid of the piano and play a hymn like “Lead Kindly Light”, and
the girls would look through the window surprised to see the day sunny
and the flowers waving peaceful heads, not black clouds and thunder
and night coming steel coloured, and the horses galloping for shelter
with flying manes and frightened eyes.
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Mrs Laycock showers her children with endless approval: she is the one to comfort
others when they are sad or upset, and she has faith in her loved ones when they feel
let down. Her eldest child Dick, who so often gets into trouble with his father, is
constantly defended by her. This depiction creates quite an ideal representation of
mothering. This, again, is an important aspect of the mother myth: the mother is seen
as the “child’s environment,” the one ultimately responsible for the child’s wellbeing, health, clothing, behaviour and development (Carpenter and Emerald 91).
This idea is further developed as Mrs Laycock decides to take a step against Albie so
that she has the money to realise Dick’s dream of a drawing career.
One more feature that reveals Mrs Laycock’s angel-like persona is the description of
Mrs Laycock’s concern for her children’s happiness, which is reflected in the way
she hides the financial disagreements between herself and Albie from her children.
Consider the following example:
SW342”That’s all you’ve got to do,” Sarah said, using her soft and whispery
voice. [SW343] “Put that money under the stone there before Minnie
and the others get home from school. [SW344] I don’t want to shoot you
with them looking on.” … [SW354] she had to gallop past him to get the
gun away before the children saw.
Albie keeps all the family money and he is often very rude to the children, especially
Dick. Mrs Laycock is very concerned about this and she becomes really enraged. By
pointing a gun at Albie, she forces Albie to pay for Dick’s travel to Sydney for his
drawing apprenticeship. She knows that her request may increase Albie’s anger but
she needs to do it for the sake of the children. However, like the mother in “The
Snake and Bad Tom”, Mrs Laycock is depicted as attempting to protect her children.
One of her protecting forms is that she is concerned with ensuring that her children
do not witness the family violence or are aware of the problems present in their
home. Thus she decides to do it during school time so that the children will not have
to see it and there is no chance for the father to vent his immediate anger on the
children. Later in the story when kissing Dick goodbye, she reveals that she has
originally intended just to sell the gun; she did not intend to shoot Albie but the
situation of running into him prompted a different plan.
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In summary, the examination of the lexical elements used by Masters in “A Soft and
Simple Woman” demonstrates that Mrs Laycock is a carer in the house. She is
depicted as showing her everlasting love on a very practical level by catering to the
family. She is the responsible one; through her hard work she tries to make her
family feel loved; she even makes her family members wonderful Sunday dinners.
SW192 Mrs Laycock took a large old tea tin with a fading design of Indian
women shouldering baskets of tea leaves, arms and necks of exaggerated
length, and brought it to the table to pack the buns and tarts in, handling
the delicate pastry with such care she appeared to have fingers frail
enough to break as well.
Being a ‘domestic wonder’ comes at a price: spending time with her children often
means, to Mrs Laycock, taking care of their physical well-being as well. Mrs
Laycock’s practical love expands beyond family; she extends her care, at least in the
form of her buns and tarts, to everybody. From the above analysis, Mrs Laycock is
represented by Masters as a considerate mother. Though facing a lot of difficulties
and worries in daily life, she tries her best to ensure a better life for her children. It is
she who takes care of them, comforts them and inspires them. This point really
supports her mothering and femininity.
5.4 Chapter conclusion
From the investigation of transitivity patterns and lexical choices used by Masters in
“The Snake and Bad Tom” and “A Simple and Soft Woman”, we can see the
qualities of femininity represented by Masters through her two fictional mothers: a
silent mother and a rebellious one respectively. The similarity between these two
mothers is that both of them are linguistically depicted as caring and sacrificing
mothers. They are shown to be the habitually submissive party to their male
counterparts.
The women in both stories come from country towns where poverty puts many
pressures on people’s life. Their primary responsibility lies with the care and
nurturing of a big family of up to five children. In contrast to these considerate
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mothers, the fathers in these stories are characterized by Masters as very abusive.
They abuse the children physically and emotionally. It is the mothers who calm them
down and keep the children away from their rages. They give their children a lot of
love and always attempt to create a comfortable family atmosphere. The mothers
prove to be their children’s protectors from the fathers who are the perpetrators of
violence. However the ways they protect their children from a father’s aggression
vary. The mother in “The Snake and Bad Tom” resorts to long-standing endurance
and suffering for the comfort of the children, while the mother in “A Soft and Simple
Woman” takes a more proactive step to gain the upper hand over the father and
better the treatment of her children.
To some extent, the linguistic analysis of “A Soft and Simple Woman” also indicates
that this story can be seen as a development of “The Snake and Bad Tom”: the
children are a bit older; the family’s finances are better with “a prosperous farm of a
good herd of Jersey cows, vealers and pigs” and variety of fruit trees; after all the
father’s rages, the mother becomes more determined, transforming her endurance
into actual protests. She stands up against the father to claim a better life for herself
and above all for her children. Now she requests money from the father and asks him
to support Dick’s studies in Sydney.
Throughout both stories, Masters linguistically characterises the mothers as loving,
enduring and angelic. They attempt to comfort the children by providing them with
food while sacrificing their own happiness or hiding their silent suffering for the
sake of family harmony. Although these two women are depicted by Masters as
being aware of the level of risk involved in remaining such conditions of domestic
violence, they are unable to act on it immediately.
Though the mother in “The Snake and Bad Tom” is not the main focus of the story,
one still feels her love for the children. As a Sayer in verbal processes, the mother is
identified by Masters as the comforter and mediator in the conflicts between the
father and the children. In “A Soft and Simple Woman” the mother, Mrs Laycock,
predominantly appears as an Actor in material processes, which demonstrates her
life of activity and ‘doing’, predominantly, activities of caring and fighting for the
better life of her children. Readers may not approve of the mothers’ silence but it is
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explicable in terms of the patriarchal practices of the fathers and sacrifice of the
mothers. I think Justina Williams is correct when she claims that through the images
of these two mothers, Masters expresses a real sympathy for their hard plights but is
asking for equality and consideration. These two mothers are full of love, spirit and
sacrifice.
In the next chapter, we continue to investigate the representation of femininity
through the interpretation of female sexual desires and needs in Masters’ “The Lang
Women” and Amy’s Children.
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6 FEMININITY AND FEMALE SEXUAL DESIRES
6.1

Introduction

This chapter deals with the linguistic representation of and the relationship between
femininity and female sexuality in Masters’ fiction. It focuses on two of her stories,
“The Lang Women” in The Home Girls, and Amy’s Children. Drawing on the
framework of systemic functional linguistics and critical discourse analysis, the
excerpts from this short story and the novel are examined for what they can tell us
about how Masters linguistically represents and explores female sexuality in her
work. In particular the chapter focuses on Carrie’s consideration of her own physical
attributes in “The Lang Women” (Section 6.2) and Amy’s sexual desires in Amy’s
Children (Section 6.3). The final section (6.4) summarizes the main points drawn
from the analysis. This chapter also discusses Masters’ view of the relationship
between femininity and female sexual desires and how Masters’ work can be read as
a comment on debates about female sexuality and its depiction current at the time of
her writing. The claim is put forward that through their sexuality women can expand
their self, agency and social status.
The themes and subjects of Olga Masters’ fiction are various, but often engage with
issues of women’s domesticity and female sexuality: the daily effect of feminine
roles on women’s familial and social life; the claims of bodies and sexuality as a
potential means of empowering them; and portraits of women seeking to achieve
agency and self-representation. Reading Olga Masters’ fiction reveals a central
preoccupation with the varied ways that female sexuality can function to control and
identify individuals, but also to empower them.
In Jeffrey Weeks’ words, female sexuality is “related not only to the physical body
but also to beliefs, ideologies, and imaginations” (364). It is a “‘social construction,’
a historical invention, which of course draws on the possibilities of the body, but
whose meanings and the weight we attribute to them are shaped in concrete social
situations” (Weeks 366). The individual’s assumption of a position in terms of his or
her sexuality relates to the idea of sexual identity, which Maggie Humm defines as
“a sense of one’s own sexuality,” which is “culturally rather than biologically
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determined” (409). The author also emphasizes that the term sexual identity refers
only to “the public presentation of sexual aims and objectives as integrated into the
personality” (409), from which it can be concluded that it does not necessarily
correspond to sexual practice. By female sexuality, in this study, I mean not only the
biological impulse towards sex, but a social construction created by and through the
physical and social interaction of the individual with those around her.
In this chapter, I consider Masters’ representations of female sexuality not simply to
strengthen a political point about women’s equality, but because I feel that the
themes of femininity and female sexuality are important but under-examined in
critiques of Masters’ work. Masters’ fiction, written by a woman and usually about
and for women, seems to me to signify a feminist perception of gender and sexuality.
The grammatical and lexical analysis of Masters’ stories suggests that Masters
employs female sexuality as a means of constructing her character portrayals as
more intensely personal. She writes about aspects of sexuality in a manner which
challenges the perception of sex/ sexuality as something distasteful and immoral, and
suggests that it might be exploited in a positive way to earn agency and autonomy
for women in human interrelations.
I would like to start my investigation of Masters’ representation of femininity
through a consideration of the physical aspect of her protagonist Carrie in “The Lang
Women”.
6.2

Carrie as a self-gazing woman in “The Lang Women”

Physical appearance cues such as clothing, hair style, and body adornments
communicate and symbolize one’s personality. A physical change can serve as a
symbol of a ‘new chapter’ in a female character’s life. Rose Weitz identifies reasons
why women engage in changing their hair, including wanting to spite a boyfriend, to
feel more like ‘themselves’, and even to feel a sense of power because other men
find them sexy and attractive (667). This idea can be seen clearly in the character,
Carrie, in Masters’ “The Lang Women”, considering the depiction of her female
sexuality in terms of behaviour and physical appearance.
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6.2.1 Overview of the story
In a tiny little country town of New South Wales live three ‘Lang women’: Jess Carrie’s mother-in-law, Carrie, and Lucy - Carrie’s daughter, who is still a child.
Both Jess and Carrie are widows. Carrie is described as a good-looking and practical
young woman, Jess as a mature woman who seems very good at managing the
house. They have no menfolk in the family and the farm is their only source of
income so they have to work on their farm themselves to provide a living for each
other. Bedtime becomes the time when they can admire their lives and bodies: Carrie
looks into a mirror at various times, trying to see what I would argue is “sexual” in
herself. Partway through the story, it is revealed that the local townspeople refer to
the Lang women’s evening perusal of their bodies as a “cock show”. The only reason
people in the village know about their “cock show” is that one night when the rain
was very heavy, the local postman rode down from the town to warn the Lang
women that their property could be flooded. Because the two widows were enjoying
the storm and had left the curtains open and the light on, the postman could see their
bodies “blooming golden”, afterwards referring to it as a “cock show”.
Jess and Carrie live, work, and enjoy their life, having got used to the absence of
men until the appearance of a male neighbour, who belongs to a family Masters
pointedly names “Mann”. At this stage, Carrie becomes aware of the maturity of her
mother-in-law while her mother-in-law becomes a little bit jealous of Carrie’s
youthfulness. Then they become engaged in a secret competition to win Arthur
Mann’s attention: it appears that Jess might interest Arthur Mann because she is
financially secure and Carrie may offer more in terms of a sexual relationship.
Right from the beginning of the story, Carrie is described with terms related to
feminine beauty: she is young, buxom, and appealing like “a ripe cherry”. Carrie
always admires her own body. She usually looks at herself in the mirror, posing and
styling her hair, and comparing what she sees in the mirror with an image she has in
mind. One of the motives for gazing at herself in a mirror is that she is trying to
convince herself that she is not “boxy”, a pejorative term the community has used to
describe her. Carrie’s description in terms of her physical features and her actions
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illustrates her femininity and female sexuality, and frame her in terms of these
characteristics.
To explore further the textual choices selected by Masters and the way they present a
complex and intriguing sense of sexual identity in the character Carrie, below I will
discuss the transitivity patterns in excerpts from “The Lang Women” in more detail.
6.2.2 Transitivity analysis of Carrie’s consideration of physical attributes
The extracts from “The Lang Women” selected for transitivity analysis comprise two
sections from the story, a total of 142 clauses. These excerpts include 57 clauses in
which Carrie is a grammatical participant, and constitute 40% of the total number of
clauses in the data.
One can see that Carrie’s world is predominantly construed in terms of material
processes – “lift”, “study”, “take”, “place”, “dent”, and “throw”, and then mental
processes of “think” and “thought” and relational processes – “was”. Looking at
Table 6.1 below, out of 57 clauses in which Carrie appears as a Participant of the
actions performed in the analysed texts, 31 are material processes and 12 are mental
as opposed to eight relational, four behavioural and only two verbal processes.
Table 6.1 Transitivity representation of Carrie in “The Lang Women” extracts
Types of Processes

Roles of Carrie

Frequency of distribution

Percentage distribution

Material

Actor

31

54%

Mental

Senser

12

21%

Verbal

Sayer

2

3.5%

Behavioural

Behaver

4

7%

Relational

Token

2

3.5%

Carrier

6

11%

Total

57

100%

Master’s dominant choice of material processes in relation to Carrie helps to reveal
the nature of her actions by depicting rather typical appearance-related activities
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such as lifting her hair, posing and acting provocatively with her body. Carrie
contemplates her image in the mirror, trying to perform assessments of her bodily
charms with “all her clothes off”. Let consider the following examples:
LW20 … and she would lift her fringe // and study her face without it // and lift
her hair from her ears // and look long at her naked jawline // then take
her hands away // and swing her head to allow her hair to fall back into
place.
LW21 She would place a hand on her hip, // dent a knee forward, // throw her
shoulders back // and think what a shame people could not see her like
this.
In the data under investigation, all of the activities performed by Carrie comprise
attention given to her own body, hair, and her face, through actions such as “lifting
(her fringe)”, “swinging (her head)”, “throwing (her shoulders back)” and so forth.
Notably, however, in “The Lang Women”, these material processes take on an
additional role, because Masters employs this series of physical acts and poses as a
representation of both Carrie’s body itself and Carrie’s internal acts of evaluating
and re-evaluating her body’s appeal.
Masters’ assignment of Carrie in a series of Material clauses reveals Carrie’s
concern for her sexual beauty. Always described by the local people as good looking
but “boxy” in reference to her shape, Carrie becomes a bit worried but then after
exploring her naked body when the night comes, she feels proud of it. As can be
seen in the examples [LW20] and [LW21], Carrie is depicted by Masters as
practicing different physical positions like “swinging her head”, “placing a hand on
her hip”, and “denting a knee forwards” to make sure that she possesses potential
sexual attractiveness. In looking at herself, she is judging herself against all the
images that people apply to her. She considers that “her forehead and ears were two
of her good points”. In many cases, women do not feel happy with their own bodies,
especially in relation to weight, and some even feel distress at seeing their own
images in a mirror (Jackson 186). It is different in the case of Carrie. After practising
many positions to best show off her body, she draws the conclusion that her shape is
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“not boxy at all”. Masters’ employment of the phrase “not boxy at all” in Carrie’s
conclusion proves Carrie’s confidence and pride in her appearance.
That Masters linguistically describes Carrie’s performing self-discovery illustrates
that Carrie becomes more aware of herself. She can take pleasure in watching her
own body and tries to present herself positively. As a mature woman she takes
responsibility for her own sexuality. She spends time looking in the mirror while she
experiments with poses, and creating different hair styles. She carefully observes,
surveys, and regulates her behaviour, facial expressions, and body language. When
called “Shorty” instead of “Boxy” by Arthur Mann – the neighbour, her immediate
response is to correct him. But right afterwards she feels regretful as shown in the
clause [LW116] “She was annoyed with herself for saying [Boxy]”. In this incident,
the Attribute “annoyed” is used by Masters to emphasize Carrie’s awareness of her
body. This suggests that Carrie’s body image influences her subjectivity and the
sense of self such that she is willing to accept her body as it is. This may imply that
beauty is all about feeling beautiful, no matter what your body measurement or
shape is.
It will be seen that Material processes are characterised by the inherent participation
of the Actor of the action, “the one doing the material deed” (Halliday Functional
Grammar 103). There might also be a Goal, “a participant impacted by a doing, the
one done to or with” (see more in Section 3.3). In these excerpts, there is an
important sequence of clauses in which Carrie is mapped onto both the Actor role
and the Goal role in each clause, as shown in Table 6.2.
As an Actor in these examples, Carrie is sketched by Masters as applying direct
influence on her body, particularly her face, hair, hips, and shoulders. By so doing,
she becomes the Goal of her own sexualizing actions. Together with this, Carrie is
constructed as thinking about her own appearance and appeal through the categories
that others have applied to her. These patterns suggest that Carrie carries out these
effects on her own body parts with the aim of creating a new and different look and
becoming more attractive and confident with her own image.
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Table 6.2 Illustration of Carrie as an Actor and parts of her body as Goals

Clauses

Body parts affected by
Carrie’s actions

LW20c

and she would lift her fringe

Carrie affects her fringe

LW20d

and ^she ^would study her face without it

Carrie affects her face

LW20e

and ^she ^would lift her hair from her ears

Carrie affects her hair

LW20g

then ^she ^would take her hands away

Carrie affects her hands

LW20h

and ^she ^would swing her head …

Carrie affects her head

LW21a

She would place a hand on her hip,

Carrie affects a hand

LW21b

^she ^would dent a knee forward,

Carrie affects a knee

LW21c

^she ^would throw her shoulders back

Carrie affects her shoulders

Apart from describing Carrie’s body-posing activities, Masters also depicts her
beauty in several relational clauses where Carrie is Carrier. According to Halliday,
relational processes relate the participant to his/her identity or description by means
of the modes of attribution or identification (see Section 3.3). This can be verified in
the following clauses in which the relational clause type is constructed on the basis
of a Carrier + Attribute relation:
LW13a She
Carrier

LW15

was

twenty-six

relational: attributive

Attribute

Carrie was

like a ripe cherry

Carrier

Attribute

LW16a She
Carrier

relational: attributive

was

squarish in shape not dumpy or overweight

relational: attributive

Attribute

With the attributive relational process in example [LW13a] “She was twenty six”,
Carrie is depicted by Masters as at the most beautiful age of her life - the most
productive and fertile age. At this age, she is assumed to be a ‘mature woman’ whose
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beauty and female sexuality are developed to the full. In the following examples
[LW15] and [LW16a], the importance given to the attributes “like a ripe cherry” and
“squarish in shape” reflects the value that is granted to women’s appearance in their
social representation in Masters’ texts. By ascribing aesthetic values to Carrie,
Masters is helping to create an ideological frame of reference into which Carrie is
supposed to fit where she is predominantly appraised in terms of her physical
attributes. Such a gendered representation created by Masters helps to reveal the
ideological position of women in a society that classifies them so often according to
their looks.
A further analysis of the transitivity patterns used by Masters in this extract,
particularly mental processes, indicates that Carrie is really concerned about her
appearance. Here Carrie is involved in twelve mental processes as can be seen
below:
LW13 ... it was the only time in the day [[when she could enjoy her body]].
LW19 ... ^she was trying to decide // if she fitted the description.
LW18 When this got back to Carrie // she worried about it...
LW20 She thought // her forehead and ears were two of her good points...
LW21 ... ^she would think // what a shame people could not see her like this.
In these examples, Carrie is depicted by Masters as “worried” about the nickname
“boxy” that is given to her. However she is still very optimistic about it. In fact, she
can “enjoy her body” every night: she finds pleasure in posing and observing her
own body during the bedtime. She can even spot several positive points on her face,
for example, “her forehead and ears are two of her good points”. These handsome
facial features together with her body bring her so much confidence that she feels it
is a pity her beauty is not felt and recognized by the local people as seen in [LW21].
It is often said that beauty lies in the eyes of the beholder and in Carrie’s case
Masters does not provide a yes-no answer on Carrie’s physical beauty. The
important fact is that Carrie decides the beauty for herself: she loves it and becomes
proud of it regardless of the “boxy” image which has been stuck on her.
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In the two behavioural processes below, Masters reminds readers of Carrie’s
curiosity about her own physical body and sexual fantasy.
LW19 ...she would frown on herself // turning from side to side.
LW20 ... ^She would look long at her naked jawline.
In [LW19], Carrie ‘[frowns] on herself turning from side to side’ to explore her body
which she herself believes does not look “boxy” at all. After styling her hair for a
while, she continues to study her face, particularly her “naked jawline”. Though
living in an all-female family, with males absent, and the Mann neighbours, where
the surname is clearly used to refer to both the family name and gender, some
distance away, Carrie, with a woman’s instinct, loves her own body and wants to
prove that she is sexy and beautiful. She likes being sexually attractive in others’
eyes.
Women’s embodiment is presented by Masters as being linked to elements of life
that in themselves are tangible and material. As one can see, in Masters’ works the
linguistic representation of women’s embodied materiality is frequently linked to
gaze at their body. This gaze includes both watching one’s own body and behaviour,
and being watched by others. In “The Lang Women”, Carrie’s body is watched by
herself every night, and by men twice: once by Walter Grant, the local postmaster,
and once by Arthur Mann, the neighbour. One stormy night, Walter Grant rides
down to Carrie’s house to warn them of the coming flood and that their cattle should
be evacuated. Because the Lang women leaves the curtains open to enjoy the storm,
Walter Grant can see through the windows “Carrie’s body blooming in the
lamplight”. On the way back the vision of “Carrier’s rose tipped breasts, the creamy
channel between them, her navel small and perfect as a shell” causes him to squeeze
his buttocks together. On another occasion, Carrie encounters Arthur Mann when
she is in the corn paddock and Arthur is working on the fence. Though Carrie is well
covered with an old print dress, her femininity and sexuality still make Arthur
imagine her “naked body”. Obviously, both these men are described by Masters as
being aroused by Carrie’s nude body, whether it is in plain view in the case of the
postmaster, or imagined as by Arthur Mann.
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The interesting point is that Masters lets gazes play over Carrie’s body but she does
not condemn these as indecent behaviour. Through these details, Masters’
description of Carrie reveals her sexual desires and the gazes from two men put
Carrie in a conventionally feminine position of being looked at and objectified.
However, instead of supporting this traditional stereotype of women, Masters
expresses her feminist view by disapproving of it. The evidence is that Masters
depicts Carrie’s definite and immediate reaction to these two men’s gazes: she either
“rushed to fling [the curtains] together” or “took off her hat and held it hiding the
neckline” so as to shut their eyes from observing her body. Apart from that, through
the men’s responses to Carrie’s sexual appeal, Masters then manifests that Carrie’s
female sexuality actually influences the two men. The analysis of Masters’ linguistic
employment in the story shows that Carrie does have a certain power, the power
attained from male attention to her sexual appearance.
By linguistically depicting the male gaze on women (the men gazing at Carrie) and
the self-directed gaze of the individual woman on herself (Carrie gazing on her own
body), Masters may show disapproval of the negative judgements of the social gaze
and of women’s sexual appeal and status. To a certain extent, I think Masters’
depiction of a naked female body (in this case of Carrie’s) demonstrates an
expression of emancipation, rather than the consequence of patriarchal gaze control.
One interesting point is that along with observing her own body every night or being
watched by men, Carrie is also described by Masters as engaging in the process of
gazing at men, in this case Arthur Mann:
Almost without thinking she walked towards the creek bank and stood still
observing Arthur who had his back to her. … His buttocks under old, very
clean well-cut breeches quivered with the weight of a fence post…Jess might
have wondered about the food and thought of a large clean fly-proof Mann
kitchen but Carrie chose to look at Arthur’s hair moving in a little breeze like
stiff bleached grass and his waistline where a leather belt shiny with age and
quality anchored his shirt inside his pants.
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In this example, by using Behavioural process “look at”, Masters directs Carrie’s
gaze at Mann’s hair, buttocks, and waistline - very sexually related parts, which
emphasizes Carrie’s female sexual desires and needs. Her desires are further
illustrated by the contrast in the reactions of the two Lang women (also two widows)
towards Mann: Jess who is known to be good at managing the house might think
about food and a large clean kitchen and so for her Mann symbolizes a kind of
financial security. In contrast, Carrie who has great concerns about her physical
attributes decides to direct her eyes towards Mann’s buttocks, hair, and waistline: for
her Mann means something sexual and attractive. Clearly, Carrie is depicted by
Masters as being sexually attracted to Mann.
In terms of verbal processes, Carrie is involved in only two instances as follows:
LW22 “Not boxy at all,” // she would say inside her throat // which was long
for a shortish person // and in which could be seen a little blue throbbing
pulse.
LW24 “See that?”// she would say to her mother-in-law.
In example [LW22], Carrie is realized by Masters as a Sayer and the projected clause
“Not boxy at all” helps her to confirm that she does not look as boxy as people think.
With that phrase, once again, Masters certifies the strength of Carrie’s subjectivity
and pride in her physical appearance. However, no matter how confident she is in
her attractiveness, she cannot reveal this publicly: whenever she speaks about this
topic it is only “inside her throat”, a rather constrained mode of speaking. Moreover,
the only person that Carrie wants to challenge by her attractive looks is her motherin-law, not any of the villagers, as seen in [LW24]. By saying this, on the one hand
Carrie wants to prove herself and assert her identity, while on the other hand, she is
quite aware of all the social constraints imposed on her as a woman and a widow so
tries to act accordingly. This point is further demonstrated by the fact that Masters
only details Carrie’s sexualizing actions in her bedroom only - a very private space.
In short, Masters’ deployment of the transitivity patterns in the extracts of “The Lang
Women” constructs Carrie as a character who is actively concerned about her
physical appearance as one trait of femininity. She is linguistically depicted by
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Masters as a woman who can “enjoy her body” when the night comes and who feels
proud of it, despite the fact that the local people think she is a little “boxy”. Using
verbal or mental processes, Masters suggests that Carrie’s confidence and pride in
her beauty contributes to boost her self-esteem, subjectivity and her femininity.
The next section will deal with Masters’ use of lexical choices to describe Carrie’s
feminine characteristics through her sexual beauty.
6.2.3 Lexical choices denoting Carrie’s sexual concerns
Drawing on theories of cohesion proposed by Halliday and Hasan, Fairclough
(Analysis Discourse) claims that through specific lexical choices, the values and
beliefs of a discourse community are revealed, thus portraying its ideological,
political and social experiences. Studying Masters’ lexical choices in Carrie’s texts
reveals an interpersonal function that is indicated by the use of qualifiers such as
“very sexy”, and phrases such as “rose tipped breasts”, “naked body”, and “rounded
limbs”. Together with these descriptive attributes stressing the youthfulness and
buxomness of the protagonist, Masters further underlines Carrie’s ‘naturalness’ by
placing her in a rural setting, close to places such as “the corn paddock” and “the
creek bank”.
In the extracts under investigation, the most prominent lexical sets deal with issues
related to Carrie’s beauty, leisure, domesticity and style. Table 6.3 summarises the
occurrences of nominal groups related to physical beauty in Carrie’s texts. Masters’
usage of these phrases denotes positive reflections of femininity and promotes
women’s role in society through ideological and idealized constructions of
womanhood and femininity. They also help to convey certain aesthetic expectations
of women through reinforcing the unattainable standards of feminine beauty by
creating an ideal female representation, one that is at the same time “vibrant, sexy,
and beautiful” (Wright 5). In the case of Carrie, her sexual beauty is visualized in the
eyes of a man as so sexy, with the slight curve of the tummy, actual thighs and hips,
even her navel is “small and perfect as shell”. She has a curvy figure and looks fit.
Through the lexical description of Carrie, Masters shows her admiration of female
physical and sexual beauty.
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Table 6.3 Nominal groups representing Carrie’s sexual beauty
body like a ripe cherry

her navel small and perfect as shell

squarish in shape

her thighs moving angrily

rounded limbs

her little belly shaking

body gleaming golden in lamplight

her [pink] cheeks

rose tipped breasts
Such lexical choices contribute not only to convey a picture of Carrie’s physical
appeal but also sexualise the representation of her femininity.
Women’s reliance upon physical beauty for their self-esteem is not a new
phenomenon. Confident and sexually assertive, Carrie is positively portrayed by
Masters as a ‘full-grown’ woman who favours the idea of being sexy as a necessary
element of self-confidence. In contrast to the perception of ‘a virtuous widow’ who
marries no more and is rarely noticed by others (as a sexual object), Masters does not
present a widow’s female sexuality as immoral but rather as a right and even as a
source of pride.
Using two phrases “her thighs moving angrily” and “her little belly shaking”,
Masters reveals a kind of sexual repression in the protagonist Carrie. Although the
depiction of Carrie’s thighs shaking angrily occurs when she runs to the window to
close the curtains after she discovers she has been seen, there is arguably an echo of
sexual frustration in this image. As mentioned above, as a young and romantic single
woman, Carrie really cares about her attractiveness and feminine body features. On
the other hand, due to social conventions and the expectations of women in general
and widows in particular, she tries to control her sexual desires and needs. She only
explores the beauty of her body at night and in her bedroom; she finds herself
physically attractive but avoids social intimacy. As a result, every night she suffers
from emotional discomfort and agitation. Masters’ choice of the word “shaking”
implies that this is not a normal sleep movement: Carrie is depicted as moving
uncomfortably from side to side. Masters also emphasizes Carrie’s sexual agitation
by writing “her thighs moving angrily”. The Circumstance of manner “angrily” used
by Masters indicates that Carrie has female desires but she cannot satisfy them,
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partly because of traditional norms, social expectations and partly because of her
financial situation since the Lang women’s house has “only one bedroom” and
“neither Jess [Carrie’s mother-in-law] nor Lucy [Carrie’s daughter] ever attempted
or suggested” making a second bedroom. It means that Carrie does not have her own
privacy to really enjoy herself – she has to restrain her own sexual impulses. To
some extent, these lexical choices employed by Masters reveal that Carrie is still
imprisoned within the family and community, partly because she feels the people
from the family and town are watching her and her reactions.
Masters’ lexical representation of femininity through Carrie can also be seen in her
self-control of her female needs. For example, when discovering being watched by
Walter Grant through the window, Carrie “rushed to fling them [the curtains]
together”. And when meeting with Arthur Mann at the corn field, wearing a dress
“cut high at the neck and trimmed there”, Carrie knows it is not suitable for farm
work so she “took off her hat and held it hiding the neckline”. These examples
suggest that whether at home or in an open place, Carrie is always aware of her
virtue which really supports her femininity. The interesting thing is that her
discreetness does not spoil her attractiveness but it stimulates the curiosity of the two
men: both of them keep thinking about her naked body.
The Circumstances of time “at night” and place “before the mirror in the bedroom”
suggest that Carrie discovers her body in her own place and for herself only. It can
be explained that during the day, the hard work on the farm gives her no time for
attending to her own physical appearance or posing. Also, we know that Carrie lives
in a small and quiet community where ‘fields have eyes and walls have ears’; so that
any sexually provoking or revealing behaviour may be seen as violating moral
principles, particularly in the case of a widow. However, the farm work and social
constraints cannot stop her from asserting her female sexuality: she does not do it
publicly but only in her own sphere, her bedroom. That Masters locates Carrie’s selfgazing activities in the private place of her bedroom demonstrates that Carrie shows
concern to conform to the social expectations of a virtuous young woman by
performing those actions in private. This investigation of Masters’ lexical choices
then indicates that despite her sexual yearning, Carrie nevertheless behaves
virtuously, which defines her virtue as an aspect of femininity.
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To conclude, the analysis of transitivity patterns and word choices in the excerpts
from “The Lang Women” shows Masters connecting the consideration of female
physical features with female desires in her representation of femininity. The
protagonist Carrie is linguistically represented by Masters as a young, romantic and
energetic widow. By presenting Carrie as Actor and her body parts as Goal of her
own sexualizing actions in many material processes, Masters demonstrates that
Carrie adores her body and spends time exploring it. In so doing, Masters makes
clear that Carrie needs recognition as a young sexual woman, but because of her
situation and the many social conventions that constrain her, she avoids sexual
closeness but admires her body, objectifying herself in order to attract attention and
assert presence and agency. To illustrate Carrie’s sexual beauty and female desires,
many sexual phrases are used by Masters in the story such as “rounded limbs”,
“body gleaming golden in lamplight”, “rose tipped breasts”, and “her navel small
and perfect as shell” which are interestingly described through the eyes of a man.
Masters does not only let Carrie admire her own body but allows it to be observed
and worshipped by other men, which manifests Masters’ positive view of female
physical attributes and female desires. Though secretly trying to prove her potential
sexuality and being longed for by the male neighbours, Carrie is depicted by Masters
as being very determined to control herself and to suppress her sexual desires: she
keeps her virtue and conforms to the traditional feminine values of her community.
In the next section, we will look into another female character, Amy, in Amy’s
Children to see how Masters linguistically represents the trait of femininity when
depicting Amy’s personal life and her sexual desires and needs: how Amy expresses
her sexual appeal and whether she follows the rules to become a good mother or
whether she rejects them to fulfil her sexual desires.
6.3

Amy’s sexual desires and lust in Amy’s Children

In most of Masters’ fiction, mothers are depicted as middle-aged, companionable
women whose main concern is home and children. Masters’ mother figure fits the
paradigm of a virtuous self-sacrificing good woman, whose prime responsibility is
her family. One story, however, perhaps influenced by the different experience of
mothers in 1930s society, breaks the tradition and reveals an underlying sexuality in
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the maternal role. This story is Amy’s Children. The narrative is filled with allusions
to love and sexual desire. Apart from that, I argue that the story appears to work on
the question of whether being a mother is compatible with being sexually active and
fulfilled. It is the image of a mother with three children, Amy, who develops a strong
sense of self-concern, social ambition and female desires.
6.3.1 Overview of the story
Amy’s Children opens like this: “Ted Fowler left his wife Amy and the children when
the youngest, another girl, was a few weeks old. The infant was sickly. The Great
Depression was in a much more robust state” – at which time Amy was only about
22 years old - a time when young women generally experience a physical flowering.
Amy is, perhaps, depicted as an unkind caricature of a Depression mother. Let us see
the start of the story for a description of her motivation to go to Sydney and “get a
better job”.
Being unable to nurture her family well and worried about her bleak future, Amy
decides to leave her children at home with her mother to set out for Sydney and to
pursue her dreams of a better life. She is described as appealing, deceptively young,
clever, quickly adjusting to city life. She looks much younger than her age. With all
these advantages and as “Miss Fowler”, she easily gets a job as well as attention
from her boss.
At first, she is never physically close to her boss, Mr Lance Yates, and even when
she is about to touch him, she draws back, as though afraid to start something that
she may not be able to control. Responding to an early visit from Lance, Amy says
“I wasn’t expecting to see you! But come in, do come in, Mr Yates!”. However, as
time passes, together with continuous consideration and admiration from Mr Yates,
Amy’s views on her loyalty to the husband who abandoned her and the maternal
duties of a wife and a mother cannot defeat her female desires. Masters wrote “She
[Amy] pressed her head hard into him as if she would make an opening to pour her
love in and he would be convinced this way”. Now she eagerly welcomes Lance’s
love and even admits to him that “[She] is tired of waiting” to enjoy her sexual
fantasies with him. Having felt unfulfilled by her marriage, Amy looks forwards to a
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more wonderful romance with Lance Yates. However, their love does not last long
and then Amy decides to stand on her own feet and start a new life.
The story depicts Amy as a woman who resists the traditional roles of wife and
mother in favour of more personally fulfilling pursuits. She remains technically
married throughout the novel but engages in an emotional and sexual affair with her
boss, which leads to her strong desire for independence and individuality. She is
displeased with her marriage and life and eventually gains the courage to act
radically in order to change it.
The story opens with the scene of Amy leaving her children to go to Sydney and
ends with the image of Amy tightly holding her newly born son, which means she is
ready to start a new chapter of her life, or in Katharine England’s words, “to take her
a full circle, back to the farm veranda, but fulfilled and satisfied, no longer waiting
for external answers for herself and her child” (“Masterly Creations”). Throughout
the story Amy is seen as a determined and ambitious young woman. The story also
suggests her female desire is an integral characteristic of femininity. This point will
be investigated in the next section based through an application of transitivity
analysis.
6.3.2 Transitivity analysis demonstrating Amy’s sexual desires and needs
The extracts from the chapters of Amy’s Children selected for transitivity analysis
comprise three sections, making a total of 137 clauses. These excerpts include a
portion of 55 clauses in which Amy is a grammatical participant, and constitute 40%
of the total number of clauses in the data.
In the extracts depicting Amy’s female desires, she appears as the actor of the
actions and takes on an active role in the relationship. She is cast as an Actor in 27
out of a total of 55 material processes. Amy is also involved in 18 mental processes,
six relational processes, two verbal and two behavioural process, as illustrated in
Table 6.4.
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Table 6.4 Transitivity representation of Amy in the extracts from Amy’s Children
Types of Processes

Roles of Amy

Frequency of distribution

Percentage distribution

Material

Actor

27

49%

Mental

Senser

18

32.8%

Verbal

Sayer

2

3.6%

Behavioural

Behaver

2

3.6%

Relational

Carrier

6

11%

Total

55

100%

The large distribution in Amy’s representation of material processes such as
“turned”, “placed”, “put”, and “rubbed”, demonstrates that Amy has become active
in her affair with Lance. Here are some examples of material processes in which
Amy is represented as an active Actor:
AC57 She turned her hand over // and his palm slid across hers, // and then
she turned her body around // and laid her face on her arm, // his face
was closer to hers [[than it had ever been]], // and she thought // never
again in all my life will I be lonely or unhappy or frightened.
AC71 Trembling, // Amy went // and sat in her old chair // and opened a desk
drawer, // then shut it at the sight of unfamiliar things.
AC82 She got up // and tucked the chair neatly under the deck.
AC199 In her bedroom, Amy began to unbutton her yellow dress [[which
reached high to her throat // and had a little stand-up collar piped in
yellow and white stripes]].
AC201 She put her head right over his shoulder // for she was nearly as tall as
he.
She is willing to response to Lance’s caresses: she “turned her hand over”, then
“turned her body around”, and she “rubbed the back of her head on his stomach”,
and even “began to unbutton her yellow dress”. All these material processes mark
Amy’s initiation of her relationship with Lance. Without exchanging any words,
Lance fondles Amy and she submits to her desire.
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Amy’s response to Lance’s physical contact contrasts with the beginning of the
story, at which time Amy tended to withdraw from his reach. For example, after
having a quick talk with Lance regarding a dinner out, when she leaves the room,
Amy says to herself “Go to hell, Lance Yates! I won’t be reminding you. I’ll be
keeping out of your way!... I hate your oily skin and your slippery eyes! Don’t slip
them my way, if you please”. However, now she is described by Masters as
proactively accepting his love, opening her arms and her heart to embrace it.
Previously, Amy represses her feeling and passion, partly due to the fact that she is
quite aware of her marital status. She confirms to herself “nothing is going on” when
she thinks that Daphne, an aunt Amy lives with when first arriving in Sydney, may
become suspicious of her and Lance’s relationship. She refuses to dine out with
Lance on the excuse of minding her sister, saying that “I couldn’t! I have my sister
living with me now” (the “sister” here is actually her daughter, who she is trying to
pass off as her sister). Amy has experienced life as a wife and mother, and she
demonstrates her awareness of the restrictions that these roles place on her. It
appears clear from Amy’s internal monologue that she subscribes to the traditional
view that it would be an immoral act for her, as a married woman, to have a love
affair, particularly with a married man. Moreover, she thinks it is unfair to Lance
Yates’ family when she steals his heart from them. On the one hand, Amy really
wants to care for Lance like a wife. On the other, she “[knows] she [hasn’t] the
right”. The conflicts inside Amy can be seen in the mental processes in the following
extract:
AC73 He needs a haircut, // she thought, with the pain of a woman [[who
wanted to tell him // as a wife would, // but knew she hadn’t the right.]]
AC75 She rubbed the back of her head on his stomach // and thought, like a
wife, // he should control the flabbiness, // and felt sad again // that she
could not help him.
Masters’ use of the mental processes “thought” and “knew” indicates that Amy
remains concerned about the furtive affair. However, her passion for love and her
female desire appear so strong that Amy forgets all about the reality of social
constraints to affectionately fall into Lance’s arms and show her love for him. She
engages in a flirtation with Lance and quickly develops a strong attraction to him.
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The use of the material process in the example “Amy began to unbutton her yellow
dress” confirms her readiness for the affair. This time Masters lets Amy emerge
from passivity to activity to take part in her own love adventure.
There is only one verbal process in the extracts and interestingly, it belongs to Amy,
and it does not occur in a ranking clause but is embedded inside a relational clause:
[[I’m tired of waiting]] was [[all she said]]. In the situation when two people in
love come together, exchanges of word do not often help much, but body language,
eye contact, or caresses definitely do. In this example, Masters uses a relational
identifying process “was” with [[I’m tired of waiting]] as Token and [[all she said]]
as Value. The latter is a participant realized by a noun group with all as Head and
she said as postmodifying embedded clause. Thus her verbal process said is
grammatically down-ranked. One effect of representing Amy's utterance with this
grammatical patterning, is that it is unclear whether Amy says this to Lance Yates or
to herself. The downranking also has the effect of suggesting that Amy has been
waiting for this moment for a long time. The analysis of the verbal process above
demonstrates that Amy’s female desire, which has been repressed and unable to be
vocalised for many days and months, now turns unconsciously and spontaneously
into words.
That Amy is shown as involved in the mental process “notice” in “She noticed how
deft his fingers were, hardly fumbling at all” indicates that Amy is enjoying her
exchange of affection with Lance. The two attributes “deft” and “hardly fumbling”
used by Masters emphasizes Lance’s sexual skill and masculinity which definitely
clears all Amy’s previous distaste of Lance and she happily “[puts] her head right
over his shoulder”. There is a kind of implicit comparison between her contented
feelings brought about by Lance and the feelings she may not have experienced with
her husband. This mental process also indicates her judgement of Lance as seen in
the negative images of “oily skin” and “slippery eyes” has changed. Now Amy can
feel Lance’s attraction and lets him “finish the job”.
A further analysis of Amy’s relationship to her body can be illustrated in Table 6.4,
showing material processes with Amy as an Actor and her body parts as Goals.
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Table 6.5 Relationships between Amy as an Actor and her body as Goals

Clauses

Body parts affected by Amy’s actions

AC57a

She turned her hand over

Amy affects her hand

AC57c

she turned her body around

Amy affects her body

AC57d

^she laid her face on her arm

Amy affects her face

AC75a

she rubbed the back of her head on

Amy affects the back of her head

his stomach
AC199a

Amy began to unbutton her yellow

Amy affects her yellow dress

dress
AC201a

she put her head right over his

Amy affects her head

shoulders

In these examples, Amy is linguistically presented by Masters as the Actor in many
transitive material processes such as “turned”, “laid”, “rubbed”, “unbutton”, and
“put”. As Actor, Amy has an influence on Goals representing her body parts such as
“her hand”, “her face”, and “her head”. In doing so, Amy is physically responding
to Mr Yates’ caresses and embrace. The important factor in this transformation of
her own subjectivity is that Amy decides she will confront the passive female role
which she usually follows. Now she actively makes her body available for Lance to
fondle. Once more, this strengthens the female desire of Amy in her relationship
with Lance. However, by doing this, Amy becomes the object of Lance’s caresses –
which means she is still in a passive position of this relationship. I think the above
depiction of Amy and her activities may demonstrate that Masters writes about Amy
as in a process of transgressing certain traditional views of how married women
should behave but still constrained within certain traditional norms.
When looking into the extracts from the participant functions, one realizes that Amy
performs the main participation in 55 out of 118 occurrences in total. Most of the
process types are acted by her in active roles. This point is reflected in her
engagement in their interaction where Amy always appears as an active participant
or –ER participant as in Hasan’s interpretation (see Section 3.4). Only in three
instances does Amy become passive, as seen in her role as Goal or Circumstance of
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Lance’s actions: “his palm slid across hers”, “[he] kneaded her shoulders”, and
“Lance took her hand away”. Amy’s passivity in these examples can be explained as
showing that, on one hand she proactively approaches Mr Yates for love or shows
her love to him. As a woman she can be in control of her sexuality and can be the
one to take the initiation to please herself and not wait for men, here Lance Yates, to
fondle her. On the other hand, she is happy to welcome Lance’s love and
consideration. His masculinity triggers her desire. She is linguistically described by
Masters as enjoying being caressed or touched by him, saying “[she] could not go on
living if [she] was never to kiss that [Lance’s] mouth”. She finds herself empowered
by her desire and her body triumphs over her mind.
An important question is whether Masters creates Amy in the mould of a ‘fallen
woman’ or whether Masters approves of Amy’s rebellious acts. We know that in
Masters’ fiction, female sexual desires and needs are portrayed as part of the social
construction of gender. Her female protagonists are sometimes portrayed in terms of
a life focus on the home and the family, such as Mrs Schaefer in “The Little Chest”
or Joan in “The Children are Coming”; or as women who deviate from the
conventional norms to pursue their subjectivity and individuality such as Amy in
Amy’s Children or Clarice in “A Good Marriage”. Masters uses the expression of
female desires and needs as ways to characterize these women. In the case of Amy,
Amy’s welcoming of Lance’s love can be seen as the result of her circumstances.
Amy has suffered from family separation and the failure of her marriage, and yet
while she is hurt by disappointment in love, she keeps on dreaming of a romantic
idyll in which she will find a soul-mate. Feeling vulnerable, she finds her soul-mate
in Lance Yates, who takes care of her emotionally and financially. Masters writes
“Amy, with a rush of love for [Lance’s] thoughtfulness, decided he was thinking of
her”. Amy appears to be attracted by Lance’s consideration for her, which
emphasizes his difference from her husband who has deserted her, as John Carroll
writes: “Amy finds him [Lance] both repulsive and attractive, and one senses a
certain mercenary streak in her approach to the affair. The relationship brings
material benefits to Amy – promotion, furniture for her house...” (13). It also
highlights Lance’s masculinity in contrast to Amy’s shy, weaker, more passive
femininity.
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The other reason for Amy falling in love with Lance is her fear of loneliness. As a
stranger in a new town, living isolated in rental accommodation, Amy is depicted by
Masters as often feeling the air of solitude and emptiness in the house: “Her house
seemed terribly empty too and desolate when she got inside. In her bedroom the little
cane chest of drawers looked forlorn and ashamed”. Her innate need for social
connections makes her depressed at the thought of having no one around, especially
when dealing with hard times. It is common that communication is used to develop
relationships, to overcome feelings of loneliness and alienation, and to seek a sense
of belonging, acceptance, and love. To fulfil the need to belong, people often give
and receive love and affection, and Amy is no exception: she wants to have the
feeling of belonging. Thus, she needs the warm and protective arm that she finds in
Lance.
There is also evidence in the story to demonstrate that her love affair with Lance is
due to lust, her craving for sexual gratification. To describe Amy’s emotion when
sitting by Lance at the beach and being touched by him, Masters writes “the surge of
the sea abated now, less turbulent than the surge inside her [Amy]”. There is one
verbal clause where Amy actually confesses to herself that she would never again in
all her life be lonely or unhappy or frightened. Now Amy is ready for love and
willing to challenge social conventions to indulge her passion and enter into intimate
adventures with Lance. I share Veronica Sen’s view on Amy’s life that Masters
includes all the hardships for a single young woman (Amy) coming to the city:
finding work and bearable accommodation, being vulnerable to unwanted sexual
advances; clearly Amy is depicted by Masters as a victim of all these matters.
In short, taking the role of Actor in the majority of material processes in the extracts,
Amy is depicted as a determined and active woman in the expression of her identity
and subjectivity. Driven by her social and familial situation, Amy does not entirely
follow the traditional conventions of a housewife and a mother. That Amy wants to
live according to her innate needs and fulfil her female desires is presented by
Masters as a way of showing Amy’s self-representation and femininity. Through the
image of Amy, Masters depicts a country girl who is negatively impacted by poverty
and poor education, by the narrow world of Australia during the Depression and war,
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and by the prejudice towards feminine roles, but who nevertheless takes action in an
attempt to change her future.
In the next section, we turn our consideration to Masters’ lexical choices in
representing the feminine characteristics of her protagonist Amy in Amy’s Children.
6.3.3 Lexical choices illustrating Amy’s sexual desires
The first lexical choice to highlight is the ways Masters refers to Amy. In term of the
roles of Amy in the extracts, she is often referred to either by the third person
singular she or by her proper name Amy. Interestingly, though Amy is married with
three children, she is never referred to by Masters or addressed by other characters as
‘Mrs’, as many other characters in Masters’ stories are styled. Avoiding using the
title ‘Mrs’ matches with Amy’s young appearance, that of an 18-year–old girl.
Through these referential choices, Masters helps construct Amy’s pretence of being
still single. The story draws attention to her sexuality as other characters ‘marvel at
its [her body’s] youthfulness’ and her fresh energy is obvious from the observation
of a neighbour as they chat one day:
Mrs Cousins looked at Amy’s seated body, marvelling at its youthfulness.
You’d never know, she thought.
“Don’t say your age,” Mrs Cousins said.
Another example of Masters’ careful language use can be seen in the choice of
gender for Amy’s newly born child: it is a son (my emphasis). This point can be
understood by noting that, Amy has already got three daughters whom she leaves in
the hands of their grandparents when she heads to Sydney to make a living. By the
end of the story these three daughters leave her or “desert” her (as she did them) to
live with their mentors and guardians and follow their own dreams. Amy does not
have them anymore. Thus, the presence of a son may metaphorically bring her a new
start.
No one knows for sure whether Amy’s new life will be better, remain unchanged, or
even become worse. Certainly, in relation to maternal instinct, we can see that her
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attitude to her children has changed. Crushing the boy against her, she promises to
herself that “this one was hers to keep forever”. This viewpoint is obviously different
from her attitudes to her children in the early part of the story when she responds to
one of the girls’ crying: “Inside herself Amy said, I won’t be taking her”. Masters
demonstrates that during this latest pregnancy with many emotional and physical
changes, Amy’s self-awareness has reached a different level: the son has become a
symbol of the beginning of a new life and her willingness to stand on her feet, as a
positive act - she learns to trust herself, to love herself and her children. Second,
Amy cannot find the desired fulfilment or security in either of her men: her husband
who left her, or her boss-then-partner Lance Yates. She can have legal and social
security but not emotional and financial security in her husband, whereas in the case
of Lance it is the opposite. She runs away from her family and hides from Lance.
She rejects the influence and control of men and instead attempts to pursue her own
passions and desires on her own terms. This suggests that her sexual experience with
Lance Yates pushes her out of her mould and brings her into a new life cycle. Thus
the son may be a life buoy for Amy and so she is “crushing” him to her. She is
depicted by Masters as looking forward to a better life, hoping to find comfort and
fulfilment through her son.
Not only does the birth of her new son seem to open a new page in her life, it is also
linked to Amy’s female sexuality as the sublimation of her love with Lance. This
birth symbolically reinforces Amy’s physical fertility as an aspect of her feminine
identity. Contrary to Lance’s angry and shocking reaction to Amy’s pregnancy, Amy
decides to keep the baby though she “alternated between joy at the thought of the
coming child and terror at the difficulties she would face”. Having this baby son
reflects her desire to bring a new family member into life which will be much
happier than herself and her children. If a child is born as a result of a woman’s
loving partnership, the affection and care generated to conceive, bear and raise a
child can be the most joyful contributions a person may make. The investigation of
the lexical choices characterizing Amy indicates that after much suffering, after
losses entwined with happiness and love, Amy wants to restart her life with her baby
son who will replace the rejecting husband and the unfaithful lover.
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Amy’s desire to have an independent life also has a large impact on her role as a
mother. We know that she rarely seems close to her children, as described early in
the novel: she does not comfort them if they are crying, she does not care to watch
them growing up, and she promises to herself that “this is the last time I’ll come
home” during her visit after getting a job in Moruya. As Phyllis Edelson comments
“... she [Amy] is not much interested in her children. Though she sends a few
packages home, she does not want to think about them now. Amy is concerned with
Amy” (my emphasis) (68). On the one hand, she feels ‘secure’ knowing they are in
good hands for the majority of time with their maternal grandmother. On the other
hand, she refuses to embrace the expected feminine roles of a housewife and a
mother because living far away from her family permits her to live the life she
wants. Masters’ lexical description of Amy makes us feel the intensity of her selfinvolvement. However, I share the view stated in a review of Amy’s Children that
motherhood has not entirely been wiped from Amy’s psyche: she cannot forget her
children however much she tries (The Mercury 21/11/1987). Several times in the
story, Masters depicts Amy’s feelings of guilt and sorrow over her irresponsibility.
Normally by the end of the day, when in bed, Amy whispers to herself “Thank you
God. Please don’t punish me too much for leaving my little girls”. Her daughter
Kathleen angrily blames Amy for “dumping” her children on the relatives, crying:
“There’s Patricia [Amy’s second daughter] dumped on Aunty Daph!” and then
“Which reminds me, since you dumped us all, who will you dump this one on?”. The
consequence is that all her children leave her.
Another excuse Masters provides for Amy’s deserting her children may be seen in
the fact that she cannot see any hope for herself left with three children because it is
likely that no man would marry such a woman, whether Carrie in the previous story,
or Amy in this one, even if they are physically attractive young women. It is unlikely
that Amy could get a divorce either: her chance for remarriage is quite remote. The
only thing she can do is go away and behave as a young woman again by leaving her
children behind.
Unlike the central female characters in Masters’ other novels and short stories, Amy
is often shown outside the domestic setting (e.g., in the factory) and even out of
doors (e.g., at the beach), in contrast to the traditional feminine, enclosed space of
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the house or kitchen. Masters’ usage of these Circumstances of place suggests both
that Amy is not subject to household control and that she is an active and extroverted
woman who is fighting for her agency and independence. Personally, I think, Amy’s
sexual desire is not just physical arousal, nor is it simply romantic love or a longing
for intimacy with another person. It is a means of her connection and communication
and it allows her to feel or to express her sexual self.
Overall, with the involvement in a series of material processes in the extracts under
investigation, Amy in Amy’s Children is represented by Masters as proactively
expressing her sexual/ female desires. Amy is depicted as a determined and fairly
“rebellious” woman. She fights for own freedom and sexual fulfilment, although for
a woman to free herself from social conventions and become independent was no
easy task, especially in Amy’s time. As a woman, Amy expresses her sexual needs
and desires as way to get recognition, to feel secure and to belong, and also to assert
her femininity.
6.4

Chapter conclusion

The current chapter aims to acknowledge that Masters’ fiction interrogates and
advances ideas about female sexuality that escape the bonds of social conventions
and patriarchal oppression. More specifically, in terms of female sexuality, this
chapter has revealed the ways that Masters linguistically shows that social
conventions have converged to create a definition of femininity and female sexuality
that in many ways is antithetical to women’s reality. By examining Masters’ “The
Lang Women” and Amy’s Children, the chapter has revealed Masters’ preoccupation
with the ways in which women use their physical appearance and sexual desires to
assert agency and to achieve recognition and identity. It has also revealed that
Masters’ stories may reject cultural constraints, and move beyond patriarchy to reimagine futures for women in ways that resist and reject traditional and regressive
ideas of femininity and female sexuality.
From the analysis of the transitivity patterns and lexical choices in “The Lang
Women” and Amy’s Children, we can see that Masters uses various process types to
reveal the personal and emotional aspects of her characters’ lives and thoughts. We
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can see the traits of femininity strongly represented by Masters via her two main
female characters: Carrie – a widow with sexual potential, and Amy – a mother with
an illicit lover. These two women demonstrate their feminine values differently and
the realization of their sexual desires and needs are not the same.
The common thing between Carrie and Amy is that they care about their physical
attributes and female sexuality as a way to express their femininity, to assert their
agency and self, and to gain power and recognition. As noted above, Carrie and Amy
are both constructed grammatically by Masters as Actors in a very large proportion
of the clausal data under investigation, carrying out influences on the Goals/ their
body. This is one important mechanism through which Masters sets Carrie and Amy
up as women who are concerned with their sexual needs and desires.
In “The Lang Women”, Carrie loves her body and admires it every night. Looking in
the bedroom mirror, she tries different postures and hairstyles to make sure that she
is “not boxy at all”. This belief brings her confidence and power over other people,
especially the two local men, Walter Grant and Arthur Mann, who are both attracted
by her naked body. In Amy’s Children, Amy takes advantages of her youthful looks
and ingenuity to fulfil her sexual desires and needs. In the affair with Lance Yates,
Amy sometimes takes the initiative and expresses her love for him.
Investigating other process types reveals the fact that both women attempt to repress
their sexual desires and to maintain the expected feminine values, although their
commitment and loyalty vary. Though her repressed sexual desires make her “thighs
mov[e] angrily” and “her little belly shak[e]” every night and though she directs her
gazes at Mann’s sexually charged body parts (buttocks and waistline), Carrie avoids
sexual intimacy and still keeps her virtue, living a modest life with her mother-inlaw and her daughter. In contrast, Amy dares to violate the social norms to lead the
life she longs for. She deserts her children by necessity and develops an affair with
her boss, a married man. She tries to get out of her difficult situation and fulfil her
desires. However, by the end of the story, Amy is returned to the expected social
frame, running away from her illegal affair and turning her care to her newly-born
child.
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Throughout the stories, Masters shows positive attitudes towards her protagonists’
demonstration of their sexual desires and needs. She linguistically depicts them as
feminine women who care for their physical appearance and female sexuality. They
may be found to transgress the unwritten rules of being feminine, that is, refuse to
conform to the patriarchal discourse on femininity, and they revolt against cultural
expectations of what a caring mother and a loyal wife should be. However, Masters
does not criticise or deprecate what they have done but expresses sympathy for them.
She reveals that it is their right, need, and even their pride (with Carrie) to express
their sexual concerns. Carrie experiments with her sexual appeal because she knows
that this way she can attract attention and hopes to be loved whereas Amy falls into a
flirtation with her boss because she yearns for the feelings of fulfilment, security and
comfort which she cannot have with her husband. By the end of the story, as
salvation for Amy’s wrongdoing, Masters offers Amy a second chance to start a new
life as a caring mother and a good wife. To a certain extent, I think they still
ultimately remain within the socially acceptable parameters of the expected roles.
In conclusion, by careful consideration of process types and lexical choices, it is
clear that Masters shows a complex representation of female sexuality through the
images of two main characters Carrie and Amy in “The Lang Women” and Amy’s
Children respectively. They are grammatically and lexically represented by Masters
as examples of feminine women who care for their bodies and female needs. They
realise their sexual desires in various ways to entertain themselves, to gain agency
and to perform their femininity.
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7 FEMININITY AND FEMININE REBELLION
7.1

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the linguistic portrayal of another variation
of femininity in Masters’ fiction which can be characterised as feminine rebellion.
Two of her stories “The Dog That Squeaked” in The Home Girls and “The Teacher’s
Wife” in A Long Time Dying are investigated. Section 7.2 focuses on the anger of
the mother as a form of reaction to domestic roles in “The Dog That Squeaked”.
Another kind of temporary rebellion is discussed in section 7.3, analysing Mrs
Carroll’s ambition to be the first woman on the Horticultural Committee in “The
Teacher’s Wife”. The last section (7.4) will recap the main points drawn from the
analysis of how Masters depicts her progressive articulation of femininity in her
characters: they do not submissively accept their feminine roles but try to shape
them in their own way. The chapter also discusses the attitude Masters brings to a
modern form of femininity and the ways women in Masters’ work fight for their
freedom.
In the traditional view of family and femininity, a woman’s role is limited to caring
for her family and fulfilling her responsibilities as a wife and a mother. Ann Kaplan
argues that the wife/mother typically assumes the family role, which means she
ensures that the relational and emotional needs of those within the family are met as
well as doing the housework and caring for the children. The wife/mother is fragile
and dependent on her husband. However women are not always content to conform
to this prescribed image. Instead, women of the 20th century began to challenge these
social restrictions and to demand equal opportunities with men. Although these
women are bold and courageous enough to confront traditional constraints, they may
not always be appreciated by their community or society.
In the stories that I examine below, I describe how Masters linguistically represents
and problematizes female characters who attempt to conform to traditional norms by
sketching at least some characters who attempt to step outside those norms. I also
take a closer look at what these women have in common, and which of Masters’
female characters are more likely to accept or adhere to the conventions of society.
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The linguistic depiction of these fictional women helps to reveal how women have
been caught in a double bind between being the ‘Angel-in-the-House’5 and the
‘rebellious woman’ due to the patriarchal society in which they lived, particularly in
periods such as 1930s rural Australia. My discussion then deals with an examination
of these female protagonists in relation to the male characters – their husbands and
the cycle of patriarchy, which shows how these women are ultimately unsuccessful
in their attempts to achieve their desires. Through the representation of these two
fictional female characters, Masters expresses her views on matters such as gender
discrimination and inequality.
The following sections will concentrate especially on the mother in “A Dog That
Squeaked” and Marie Carroll in “The Teacher’s Wife”. These two women try to
escape traditional constraints and the socially expected conventions that bind them,
so as to achieve their goals and pursue their freedom. However, as Masters says
(“Interview” 228), being women, they find it difficult or even impossible to escape
from the negative cycle of patriarchy: ultimately they find they have to live with
social reality and fulfil their traditionally prescribed gender roles.
7.2

An angry mother in “A Dog That Squeaked”

The containment of anger or rebellion plays an important part in the maintenance of
the ideology of the Angel-in-the-House because women’s expressions of anger or
rebellion, especially in relation to their domestic duties, tend to be devalued (Hatch
and Forgays). As women, they are expected to be keen housekeepers and caring
nurturers. They are supposed to accept their feminine roles enthusiastically without
question. However the image of the mother in Masters’ “A Dog That Squeaked” is
different: she becomes angry with her daily routines and she expresses her rejection
of her assigned domestic roles. The mother’s rebellion starts after she realizes the
injustice that she has endured. At this point she has to demonstrate her courage as
well as her determination to carry on her actions protesting against the patriarchal
institution that allows unfair treatment of her.
5

The phrase ‘Angel-in-the-House’ comes from Coventry Patmore’s reference to the popular
Victorian image of the ideal wife/woman who was expected to be devoted and submissive to her
husband and who was passive and powerless, meek, charming, graceful, sympathetic, and selfsacrificing.
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Based on a transitivity analysis, subsequent sections will demonstrate that the mother
in “A Dog That Squeaked” is represented textually in a way that supports an
interpretation of her as a victim of repressed anger resulting from gender inequality
and the many traditional conventions placed upon her. These sections also show
Masters expressing her feminist voice through the angry image of a mother.
7.2.1 Overview of the story
“A Dog That Squeaked” opens with the picture of an irritated mother doing the
ironing for the family. Ironing is one of her household tasks which she has been
doing for a long time. However, when the girl Tad comes home from school one
day, she notices that something unusual is happening because her mother’s face “[is]
shut like a window and her mouth [is] not a kissing one”. The mother is upset and
becomes unpleasant because her husband has left her at home with the housework
while he is enjoying a drink of lemonade in their neighbour Dolly’s wash-house.
Throughout the story, Masters depicts the mother as the dutiful and self-sacrificing
wife who manages the house, prepares meals, and attends to the farm. She fulfils
gendered expectations within the family. Masters makes clear that the mother is a
woman who for many years has accepted the role of the Angel-in-the-House. One
day she ‘wakes up’ and rejects this role. Her rebellion can be demonstrated in the
fact that she “flung [the father’s shirt] back into the old basket” instead of ironing it,
and she speaks out by declaring that “[she’s] not ironing another thing!” or “There’s
no beds made, no tea on”.
The mother’s refusal of these feminine roles of housekeeper and nurturer is rooted in
her recognition of her husband’s unfair treatment of her. She works hard all day but
she feels that her devotion to the family is not appreciated by her husband. Not only
does he leave her with all the housework, he shows his admiration for a female
neighbour. That he praises Dolly as “a wonderful housekeeper” hurts the mother
very much. It puts more emotional pressure on her as well. Even though Masters
does not show any likelihood that the husband is developing a more intimate
relationship with Dolly, the mother still fears being rejected by her husband and
suffers anxiety which may be a feeling of insecurity or sexual jealousy. It might not
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be mentioned between the man and woman but the readers can ascertain it.
Consequently, she stands up and fights for her dignity and recognition. To some
extent, this story provides the context in which Masters transforms the mother’s
anger into a social issue by challenging the patriarchal image of the Angel-in-theHouse.
7.2.2 Transitivity analysis depicting the mother’s anger as a protest
The extract selected from “A Dog That Squeaked” for transitivity analysis comprises
a total of 271 clauses. This excerpt includes 79 clauses in which the mother is a
grammatical participant, which constitutes 29% of the total number of clauses in the
extract. The frequency of those occurrences and the roles used to represent the
mother are illustrated in Table 7.1.
Looking at the table, one can see that the mother is predominantly depicted as an
Actor in material processes (53 out of the total 79 clauses), followed by a Sayer in
verbal processes, which count for 14 clauses. The mother is also realised as a Senser
in six mental processes, as a Behaver in three behavioural clauses, and as a Token or
Carrier role in three relational processes.
Table 7.1 Transitivity distribution of the mother in “A Dog That Squeaked” extracts
Processes Types

Roles of the mother

Frequency of distribution

Percentage distribution

Material

Actor

53

67.1%

Mental

Senser

6

7.6%

Verbal

Sayer

14

17.7%

Behavioural

Behaver

3

3.8%

Relational

Token

1

1.3%

Carrier

2

2.5%

Total

79

100%

Masters’ employment of this high frequency of material processes in which the
mother is involved as an Actor indicates that the text is significantly dominated by
events in which she performs actions, including verbs such as: spreading, picked up,
ironing, flung, placed, and cut. Consider the following examples:
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DS3 … the mother was spreading an old work shirt of the father’s on the
ironing sheet.
DS13 …^the mother picked up the father’s shirt // and flung it back into the
old basket …
DS31 She placed a large piece of quivering crimson meat on the bare table //
and cut it into little squares // piling them on an old tin plate.
DS107 The mother took a fresh iron // and held it near her cheek already hot
and scarlet.
DS124 She took an armful of ironing // and walked to the other part of the
house with it.
DS134 She went to the stove.
These examples of material processes depict the image of a hardworking mother.
Together with many other text features used by Masters, and similar to earlier stories
discussed in this thesis, these grammatical patterns represent the mother as a devoted
and active housewife who is fulfilling her family roles such as ironing the clothes,
cooking the meal, and attending to the stove. Her actions are all constructed
grammatically as transitive material clauses that include Goals. In these material
clauses, the Goals are all house-related or domestic items such as “the work shirt of
the father”, “a large piece of quivering crimson meat”, “a fresh iron”, and “the
stove”. Hence, the mother is represented by Masters as having an effect on the
ironing and food. This illustrates the domestic role of the mother in managing the
household chores and nourishing the family. Let’s now consider the relationship
between the mother as an Actor and the family items as Goals in Table 7.2.
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Table 7.2 Illustration of the mother as an Actor and the Goals of her actions
Clauses

Things

affected

by

the

mother’s

actions

DS3b

…and the mother was spreading an old

the mother affects the work shirt

work shirt of the father’s
DS13a

^the mother picked up the father’s shirt

the mother affects the father’s shirt

DS30a

… the mother pushed the breakfast

the mother affects the dishes

dishes
DS30b

and ^she threw the end of the tablecloth

the mother affects the tablecloth

over them
DS31a

She placed a large piece of... meat

the mother affects a piece of meat

DS31b

^she cut it into little squares

the mother affects a piece of meat

DS31c

^she ^is piling them on an old tin plate.

the mother affects squares of meat

DS73b

and ^she began to sort the ironing.

the mother affects the ironing

DS107a

The mother took a fresh iron

the mother affects the iron

DS107b

and held it near her cheek

the mother affects the iron

DS124a

She took an armful of ironing

the mother affects the ironing

The above table demonstrates that the mother is primarily engaged in performing
household chores. These material processes depict her as a hard-working housewife.
The question here is whether the mother feels content with her work. The next
examples may suggest a different image of the mother:
DS13 …^the mother picked up the father’s shirt // and flung it back into the
old basket...
DS16 … she slapped the irons on the stove // sending them [[skidding to the
back.]]
There are semantic tensions in the wordings that Masters uses which build a sense of
frustration and rebellion. Instead of expressing the mother’s frustration explicitly by
using a verb plus an intensifying adverb such as ‘throw angrily or violently’, Masters
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employs the implicit way by using inherently intensified lexis such as “fling
[flung]”. It is similar in the case of the verb “slapped”. Masters’ deployment of these
Material processes reveals something wrong here: the mother does not seem happy
with what she is doing. She throws her husband’s shirt suddenly and forcefully into
the laundry basket instead of continuing her task by ironing it then putting it on an
orderly pile. Masters’ use of the process “flung” indicates the mother’s annoyance at
her husband’s belongings which may be metaphorically referred to the husband
himself. In a similar way, the process “slapped” demonstrates that the mother
becomes very frustrated with the ironing in particular and housework in general,
although she does not know what to do except pour all her repressed anger into what
she is doing. At this point we do not know the source of her anger but through the
girl Tad’s being surprised by the sight of the mother’s ironing and by the mother’s
facial expression, we understand that this furious ironing is not the mother’s typical
activity.
Not only being grammatically represented as an angry woman, the mother is also
portrayed by Masters as no longer willing to do the housework. We will continue
with the following examples:
DS16 “I’m not ironing another thing!” // she said, // and seizing the poker //
she slapped the irons on the stove // sending them [[skidding to the
back]].
DS22 “Your father made me do the ironing,” // she said.
DS27 “There’s no tea started,”// the mother said.
DS81 “There’s no beds made, no tea on -” // the mother wept.
The above examples indicate that the mother is under enormous emotional stress
about the things happening in the house: she seems to burst with suppressed anger at
the task of ironing as reflected in a series of material processes such as “seizing the
poker”, “slapped the irons”, and “sending [the irons] skidding to the back”. Her
rejection of the caring role of a mother can be further illustrated in the examples
[DS27] and [DS81]. These two examples indicate that in her anger, the mother does
not care about the tea time which the children look forward to after school. This
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behaviour is not welcome in a daily situation, but due to the problems she is
experiencing, the environment changes her behaviour and she becomes rebellious.
In addition, Masters’ use of verbal processes in these examples demonstrates that the
mother is voicing her dissatisfaction. Not only is she rejecting the domestic task but
she verbally indicates she is no longer keen on it. Her statement in the example
[DS22] confirms her unwillingness, stating that her husband “made [her] do the
ironing” though she does not want to. In this causal structure (the husband
makes/causes her to do the ironing), the husband is grammatically represented as the
Agent/Initiator (Halliday and Matthiessen p. 202) of the action, while Mrs Schaefer
is still in the grammatical role of Actor, in relation to the process “do the ironing”. In
constructing this story the way she does, Masters appears to be prompting the reader
to question whether it is really the case that the mother is ‘forced’ to do the ironing
by the father and, perhaps more generally, whether women are ‘forced’ to undertake
disproportionate amounts of housework by their husbands. By the end of the story
the reader knows that the mother’s furious ironing is rooted in the father’s
complement to Dolly, a neighbouring woman, telling the mother “All I [the
husband] said was that Dolly was a wonderful housekeeper”.
Perhaps the mother is so sensitive that she takes the father’s comment as implicit
criticism of her. In addition, the verbal process “wept” in [DS81] then shows that the
mother utters her suppressed frustration through tears. Whereas in the early part of
the story the mother is primarily represented as an Actor, fulfilling her domestic
duties, now she turns into a Sayer complaining about her situation. Much of the
remaining tension in the story arises from the fact that although she is now voicing
her complaints and verbally refusing to perform duties such as organising the dinner,
her behaviour does not match her words, as she does in fact undertake the ironing
and goes on to start dinner before the story closes.
The mother’s anger can also been seen in the example “ “Don’t rumple them up!” //
the mother said sharply” [DS7]. The message the mother gives her children is in the
form of a prohibition, with the Circumstance of manner “sharply” attached to the
verbal process further consolidating her resentment. Her strange behaviour is also
reflected in the way she calls the children by their actual names as a form of direct
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address, instead of the nicknames she usually uses, which the children find very
bizarre, as in: “Help me put the ironing away, Patrick and Freda,” she said” [DS65].
This example then suggests that the matter becomes more serious and the mother not
only wants to get rid of “the ironing” but of all the household chores.
By contrast with the angry and miserable image of the mother, Dolly (the neighbour)
is sketched as a woman with more advantages. However, readers only get to know
Dolly through the words of the mother and the comments of her husband. The
patterns below suggest that Masters depicts Dolly as a kind of device through which
the mother and her husband battle over their position. Consider the following
examples:
DS35 “Henry McViety built Dolly a shelf in the wash house and Henry showed
it to your father.” [the mother said]
DS37 “Dolly came along with a tray of cake and lemonade.” [the mother
said]
DS94 “Lucky Dolly McViety,” [the mother said]
DS97 “Dolly made the lemonade from their lemons,” the father said.
DS111 “Dolly would be sitting in her front room now with her sewing,” the
mother said.
DS112 “She never has to go to the yard.” [the mother said]
DS129 “Dolly was a wonderful housekeeper,” he [the father] said.
In these examples, although Dolly appears as an Actor in several material processes,
her representation is different from that of the mother. She is linguistically portrayed
by Masters as being in a better position than the mother, which arouses the mother’s
envy. As mentioned before, the mother is busy with her housework such as doing the
ironing, preparing meals or even “putting in a new row of beans” and “[nailing] two
palings on the fence to stop the fowls from scratching the seeds out”. Her jobs
require certain labour and some of them may be regarded men’s jobs in the open air
such as sowing seeds and mending the fence.
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In contrast, the neighbour, Dolly, is not represented as acting on Goals such as the
stove, irons, and meat. Instead, Dolly takes on the role of a giver who serves cakes
and lemonade. Metaphorically, Masters’ deployment of cakes and lemonade
indicates the sweetness and considerateness of a woman, in this case, Dolly.
Interestingly, the Recipient is the mother’s husband, which makes the mother
concerned and depressed. In addition, being an Actor in intransitive material
processes in [DS111] and [DS112], Dolly is seen to enjoy her life and follow her
feminine interest of “sewing” rather than performing hard work: she “[sits] in her
front room now with her sewing” and “never has to go to the yard” (my emphasis).
Also, to stress Dolly’s advantage over the mother, Masters adds a new function to
Dolly’s wash-house. Instead of being a place for Dolly to complete her domestic
duties such as doing the washing, the wash-house is converted into a nice place for
entertainment, something the mother also dreams of.
With relational process in the example [DS129], Dolly is classified as “a wonderful
housekeeper” in the eyes of the mother’s husband. Readers do not have many details
about Dolly herself or her daily activities to verify his comment but the father
provides us with an explanation of her domestic capability: “Dolly made the
lemonade from their lemons” [DS97] and she knows how to treat guests. In his eyes,
Dolly is more of an effortless Angel-in-the-House than his wife. Dolly’s lemonade
helps to cool things down in the hot weather and to remedy tiredness whereas the
mother’s anger and complaints about domestic roles bring tension and discomfort to
her family, particularly her husband. Masters writes “the father kept his eyes on Tad
to avoid seeing the mother who had laid a cheek on her hand with the handkerchief
prominent” [DS47]. In fact, the mother’s domestic devotion and industriousness are
not really appreciated by the husband. When the girl Tad tells him that her mother is
doing the ironing – “Nearly all the ironing” she stresses, the father does not say
anything but “[looks] away quickly seeming to search for the dish on an iron frame
in the corner under the tap, something he had arranged himself”. Masters’ depiction
of the husband’s attitudes towards what the two women are doing may suggest a
critique of the value of domestic servitude. The commitment to household duties
may be appreciated in principle, but if too much time and energy are spent on it the
wife may neglect her other feminine duties. This may result in a negative effect on
the family harmony or the women themselves in terms of satisfaction or social
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inclusion. This point can also be seen in the cases of the mother in this story and Mrs
Schaefer in “The Little Chest” (see Section 4.2). Both of them try their best to fulfil
the expected duties of a housewife but it turns out that their efforts do not appear to
make their husbands happy, and they themselves do not appear to feel fulfilled,
either. That they both burst into tears is an indicator of their frustration and
dissatisfaction.
As discussed above, Masters’ portrayal of the mother in “The Dog That Squeaked”
is of a momentarily rebellious female character who refuses her domestic roles and
who does not comply with the expected rules of her culture. In this instance,
housework is used negatively to display gender stereotypical oppression which
evokes an unpleasant response from the mother. The following examples may
illustrate the point.
DS92 “I have to clean up the wash house,” she said.
DS92 “I have to make it so neat [[you could do the washing in the middle of
the night without a light]]. // Or serve cake and lemonade there // like
Dolly McViety does.”
DS102 “I’m supposed to make the lemon tree grow // I suppose, on top of
everything [[I have to do]].”
According to Audrey J. Thomson and Agnes V. Martinet, the structure “have to”
expresses an external obligation, i.e. one imposed by external authority or
circumstances (125; also in Halliday and Matthiessen). In this case, by the use of
“have to”, Masters indicates that the mother is under the pressure of social obligation
to act as a good family woman. In other words, the mother is given the responsibility
indirectly from the society and the patriarchal system “to clean up the wash house”
or to make the house “neat”. The example [DS102] further confirms the social and
familial expectations prescribed for her. Thomson and Martinet say that “to be
supposed to” can mean to be expected or required, not only by duty, but also by law,
morality, custom etc. (to do something). Thus, using the sarcastic expression of
obligation in the mother’s saying “I am supposed to make the lemon tree grow”,
Masters is stressing the fact that her family, particularly her husband, is taking it for
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granted that it is her duty to make the lemon tree grow. By using the grammar of
obligation in the structures “have to” and “supposed to do”, Masters implies social
and familial pressures upon the mother.
Not only does the mother feel that she is being under-valued by her husband, she
also feels self-pity, as seen in the following instances.
DS72 “But of course we haven’t got a lovely tidy linen press like Dolly
McViety.” [the mother said]
DS94 “Lucky Dolly McViety,” // the mother said, // “how long since we’ve
had money [[to spare for a bottle of lemonade?]]”
DS111 “Dolly would be sitting in her front room now with her sewing,” // the
mother said.
DS112 “She [Dolly] never has to go to the yard.” [the mother said]
As a Sayer in these Verbal processes, the mother seems to speak to herself while she
is doing the ironing. She envies Dolly because her husband thinks Dolly is a good
housekeeper and he takes a drink of lemonade from her. The mother thinks this is a
reflection on her: she might be financially and legally dependent on him but maybe
he values Dolly more than her. Hearing the husband commenting on Dolly: “Dolly
made the lemonade from their lemons” [DS97] and “Dolly was a wonderful
housekeeper” [DS129], the mother thinks he is really criticizing her. As a rebellious
reaction, she refuses to iron any of his clothes, throwing them back angrily into the
basket.
The mother is also depicted by Masters as becoming terrified by the idea that her
husband prefers the other woman though I do not think the story suggests that he is
unfaithful. In the story, the husband is portrayed by Masters as a family man who
likes playing “cowtime” with his children and tries to humour his wife’s irritability
to prevent trouble. He finds himself at loggerheads with his rebellious wife because
she wants to criticise him. He is also aware that his wife is emotionally vulnerable
because she becomes upset when he goes to Dolly’s house. She experiences strong
emotions that lead to her impulses, as the following examples reveal:
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DS24a “He rode over to McViety’s this morning // and he had lemonade in
their wash house!” [the mother said]
DS37 “Dolly came along with a tray of cake and lemonade” [the mother said]
DS39 “I was here putting in a new row of beans,// the mother said with a big
tremble in her voice.
Masters’ employment of the Circumstance of manner “with a big tremble in her
voice” indicates that the mother is repressing anger and anxiety. The pressure has
built up in the mother’s mind for quite a long time and comes out in the form of a
complaint as in [DS39] above or of a sulk as in [DS103] “Why didn’t you marry
Dolly McViety?”. Through these examples, Masters represents the mother as
rebelling both in actions and words. She expresses her disappointment as a way of
protesting against what she sees as her unfair treatment. Trying to fulfil the tasks of
an Angel-in-the-House, the mother is caught in several negative circles. In accepting
her domestic role, she has learned to repress her temper but this repression indicates
that she is living an unfulfilling life of self-sacrifice and self-denial. She does not
have time for herself because she is very busy ironing, planting seeds, and fixing
fences. She feels she is not as lucky as Dolly whom she describes as “sitting in her
front room now with her sewing”. To some extent, the difference in Masters’
characterization of the mother and Dolly may indicate the difference in economic
status between these two women: the mother wants to do the same as Dolly, and
indeed her husband puts pressure on her to be like Dolly, but her financial situation
does not allow her to do so: as she asks herself “How long since we’ve had money to
spare for a bottle of lemonade?”.
The above analysis of Masters’ linguistic representation of the mother indicates that
she is in a real dilemma trying to cope with the world of patriarchal attitudes. On the
one hand, she has to deal with traditional duties that control her behaviour. On the
other hand, she wants to follow her wish to do what she wants and enjoy life. This
dilemma makes her feel trapped. Masters’ usage of the Circumstance of manner
“deeply” in “She sniffed deeply and began to sort the ironing” [DS73] indicates not
only the mother’s suffering but also her inability to effectively step out of the
traditionally expected roles. After her outburst, the mother controls her frustration
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and continues with her expected duties: she “[begins] to sort the ironing”. She feels
the obligation to fulfil her feminine duties and to maintain her position as a domestic
woman. The analysis also demonstrates that the mother’s rebellion is temporary and
contained, not a considered decision to abandon conformity.
The mother’s concern about her role can be seen in the following mental clause in
which she plays the role of a Senser.
DS28 “I can’t even think [[what we’ll have!]]” (for the evening meal)
The example shows that the anger and concern about her feminine role seems to
block the mother’s mind: she does not know what to prepare for the evening meal.
The frustration associated with the repetition of her daily routines and being undervalued by her husband prevents her from fulfilling the duties of a nurturer. Or,
maybe she does not even want to “think” about it. This is another indicator of her
rebellious attitude to the domestic roles that she is expected to fulfil.
In short, the transitivity analysis of Masters’ story “A Dog That Squeaked” portrays
the mother as a hard-working housewife who just for a while wants to escape from
the domestic obligations assigned to her. She frequently plays the role of an Actor in
the many material processes that describe her house-keeping activities such as “do
the ironing”, “cut [the meat]”, and “took an armful of ironing”. However, a close
study of the material clauses in which the mother participates articulates a different
image of the mother: she is represented by Masters as an angry and rebellious
housewife. This point can be illustrated in the portrayal of the mother who “flung the
father’s shirt”, “seiz[ed] the poker”, and “slapped the irons”. Her protests against
household chores can be seen through the use of material processes that denote the
tension embodied in these activities. She also verbally rejects her domestic roles by
saying that she is not ironing the father’s clothes and not serving afternoon tea.
The next section will investigate Masters’ lexical choices used to depict the mother’s
transformation from a keen housewife into a rebellious one.
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7.2.3 Lexical choices representing the mother’s angry reaction
At the beginning of the story, the mother is depicted by Masters as not possessing
the characteristics of a rebel. She is described as a dutiful wife and a caring mother.
Table 7.3 below provides a range of phrases which denotes the mother’s
performance of domestic tasks.
Table 7.3 Representation of the mother’s feminine fulfilment in “The Dog That
Squeaked”
spreading a shirt

piling meat pieces

picked up the father’s shirt

putting a new row of beans

drew a hand down her cheek

had to nail two palings on the fence

looked at the stove

had to build up the fire again

pushed the breakfast dishes

took a fresh iron

placed a large piece of meat

began to iron the ironing sheet

cut the meat

went to the stove

The mother’s fulfilment of her domestic duties can also be observed through the
eyes of the girl Tad. As soon as Tad comes home from school, she can feel “the
smell of heat, scorch and beeswax in the air”, which means that the mother is doing
her household chores. In addition, the black mark on her face from the poker and
pots and pans indicates the mother’s hardworking nature, as she has been busy
cooking and keeping the stove from going out. The above description does not
suggest that the mother is a person who would easily drop her household duties.
The hardworking nature of the mother can be further seen through her daughter
Tad’s words, as follows:
DS48 “Mum did the ironing,” Tad said.
DS49 She looked at the basket. “Nearly all the ironing.”
By saying these, Tad wants to confirm to her father her mother’s industriousness:
she stresses that it is the mother who did the ironing, not anyone else. She may
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expect a compliments or thanks from the father for what the mother has done. But in
contrast to Tad’s appreciation of her mother’s deeds, the father is indifferent. He just
“look[s] away quickly” without saying anything. This detail reveals the uncaring
attitude of the father towards the mother herself and her work. He takes it for granted
that there is nothing special about these accomplishments because it is her
responsibility to do them. By contrast, he repeatedly expresses admiration for Dolly
as a good housekeeper, and really enjoys her homemade lemonade: “Dolly made
lemonade from their own lemons”. To a certain extent, Masters’ description of the
father’s unfair judgement of the mother’s efforts allows the reader to understand this
as one of the reasons that push the mother to rebel. Table 7.4 below demonstrates the
mother’s suppressed anger and her rebellion.
According to Table 7.4, the mother is described by Masters as suffering a lot. To
some extent, the mother’s suffering manifests her adherence to the family patriarchy
and social rules some of which are rules of inequality and gender discrimination.
Table 7.4 Phrases representing the mother’s suffering and rebellion
Phrases indicating her
endurance

Phrases illustrating her anger

Phrases depicting her
rejection of domestic roles

snorted,

burst into tears

flung the shirt

sat down and drew a hand

wept

seizing the poker

down her cheek leaving a

said with a big tremble in

slapped the irons

black mark,

her voice

blew her nose again

said sharply

sniffed deeply
laid a cheek on her hand
with the handkerchief
prominent
wiped her cheek
her eyes cast down
My analysis of the mother’ activities so far has indicated that while she has accepted
her role as a dutiful and self-sacrificing family woman, an Angel-in-the-House, she
questions the injustice she perceives. Expressing her anger is a way for her to acquire
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an identity of her own, but this is not an easy task. When she protests against the
patriarchal conventions, not only does she break her family ties, but she also risks
her status of a devoted wife. However if we examine the mother’s reactions from a
different angle by taking her circumstances into consideration, we can see Masters’
support and empathy for her. Masters provides us with an explanation that the
mother’s work is ignored and unappreciated by her husband. The mother is further
pressured when her husband implicitly compares her with a female neighbour named
Dolly.
The mother’s rebellion is portrayed as reasonable because it comes from her nature
as an industrious wife who is afraid of being disrespected and abandoned by her
husband. I would argue that, although she appears to be a rebel, the mother herself
wants to be “respected” by her husband and the society: right after the upset
moment, the mother returns to the traditional role of a housewife and a nurturer,
ready to prepare tea for the family: “She went to the stove. There was a click as she
lifted the metal lid of the teapot, and the sound of a stream of puffing water”
[DS133-DS135]. This depiction of the mother helps to identify her completely with
the traditional values of femininity of which she, a wife and a mother, becomes
aware but by which she wants to be recognized and acknowledged.
According to Brenda Ayres rebellion might be undertaken to change and reform
current conditions or only to attract attention (97). In the case of the mother,
considering what she has done, the above analysis reveals that her actions are an
attempt to attract her husband’s attention and appreciation. She appears to believe
that she should be free from housework sometimes to enjoy her own time as her
husband does. The society in this case represents the power which exerts the
pressure on the mother, but the real pressure here is in fact from her husband. She
keeps criticizing him, indirectly, for leaving the housework entirely in her hands.
She feels frightened by the comparison he makes of her with Dolly.
Nevertheless, underlying the mother’s rebellion, the lexical analysis shows her love
for the family and her efforts to fulfil domestic responsibilities. Masters only depicts
the mother’s rebellion in a mild feminine way which focuses on complaining and
blaming. The image of the dog that squeaks in the story becomes very symbolic. The
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‘dog’ is scared off and driven away by the father though it does not do anything
disturbing. Its only response is snorting and squeaking - behavioural processes,
rather than true processes of doing and acting (material processes). To some extent,
Masters described the mother’s protests against her husband’s unfair treatment in the
similar way: she “snorted”, “blew her nose”, “said with a big tremble in her voice”,
“sniffed deeply”, and “burst into tears”. Thus the linguistic choice of ‘squeaking
dog’ in the title, and the behavioural processes, e.g. snorted, sniffed, given to the
Mother as Behaver throughout the story, can both be seen as a metaphor for the
constrained and indirect way that the mother complains about her lot.
But the mother continues in her feminine role and remains a good housewife, while a
sense of anger still lingers in the air, as Masters writes: “The mother returned. She
had wiped her face clean of the black smudge and it was all pink and gold and white.
You could see the mark of comb through her forehead full of wheat-coloured curls.
She went to the stove.” [DS132-DS134]. Masters’ above description of the reaction
from the mother and the squeaking of the dog may support an interpretation that the
mother should be more forceful or should do more to assert herself and change her
relationship with her husband.
In conclusion, this analysis of “A Dog That Squeaked” has illustrated how the
embodiment of anger and rebellion in the character of the mother juxtaposes
contemporary and de-traditionalized femininity with normative and traditional
conceptions of female identity. The transitivity patterns and lexical choices
employed by Masters contribute to the text’s re-positioning of the mother in relation
to traditional ‘feminine’ and maternal roles. She is portrayed as an enthusiastic
housewife who nevertheless rebels to regain her identity and respect. The question of
whether she achieves her aim is still unresolved. Masters expresses agreement with
the mother’s rebellion in the sense that the rebellion is presented as an
understandable response to excessive demands and inadequate appreciation. What is
less clear is the extent to which this temporary rebellion is represented by Masters as
an achievement in itself. Perhaps it is a way for the mother to protect her love for her
husband and to have her voice heard, wanting to prove that she is a good
housekeeper - an Angel-in-the-House, especially in a comparison with Dolly. On the
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other hand, perhaps it is merely the sign of an unsatisfactory status quo being
maintained.
The next section will continue an examination of the theme of rebellious women.
However, the wife in “The Teacher’s Wife” not only shows her protest at home but
also in the community. The following section investigates how Masters depicts the
main character Mrs Carroll’s ambition and determination, and whether her actions
are welcomed by the community and whether she can achieve her aims.
7.3

Marie as an imperfect woman in “The Teacher’s Wife”

Having dealt with the rebellion of the mother in “A Dog that Squeaked”, I will now
turn to another type of rebellion that Masters depicts through her protagonist Mrs
Carroll or Marie in “The Teacher’s Wife”. This type of rebellious femininity
corresponds to what Paulina Palmer has termed “femininity as self-invention and
role mobilization” (31). Palmer’s idea refers to the type of women who, at some
point in their lives, decide to cross a border, act against the social codes, and violate
the patriarchal rules.
Marie shows a strong degree of agency and self-determination as well as qualities of
being active and decisive. In comparison to the passive and submissive women
discussed in the previous chapters, she is represented by Masters as a determined
woman who attempts to escape the negative influence of a circle composed of
patriarchs and live her life according to her own rules and ideas.
7.3.1 Overview of the story
“The Teacher’s Wife” concerns the serious but ‘unusual’ ambition of Mrs Carroll, a
teacher’s wife, to be the first woman on the Cobargo Agricultural and Horticultural
Committee. From early in the story, Mrs Carroll and her family are introduced as
“very different”. The first different thing is that Mrs Carroll does not want to stay at
home, instead she “[gets] herself out of the house as often as she could”. As the
mother of six children, Mrs Carroll (Marie) realizes that a life as a housewife is not
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enough for her. She wants to go out, get together with friends, and contribute to the
community.
Masters’ description of Marie’s physical appearance as “a small, dark, busy woman
who did not bother with Emily’s [the previous owner’s] garden, [and] gave sketchy
attention to household chores” gives an idea of her character. Throughout the story,
we are made to feel that Marie shows an apparent lack of positive feminine
attributes: she does not want to do the cooking or washing up; she refuses to take
care of her children, leaving them with her husband while “she was off somewhere”.
Marie is depicted by Masters as an extrovert and transgressive woman who rejects
feminine roles in favour of masculine ones. She prefers playing tennis to spending
time with her children. She prefers working for a local committee to working in the
kitchen and serving food to the family. When at tennis, she keeps moving swiftly
back and forwards in a dress “shorter than those the other women [wear]”. Even
when she attempts to perform the female role which is expected of her, she disrupts
the community through her attitudes. For example, she shows her care of the baby
but it is usually “too late” because by the time she ties the bib on him, the food is
already between his neck and collar; or she only gives a very quick caress - she just
“touch[es] the baby on the forehead … and [runs] as fast towards the town”. Above
all, she dares to express her serious ambition to be “the first” woman to get on the
show committee and “change a few things”. When people seem not to give her their
support, she asks “Why not?”.
By the end of the story, Marie refers to herself as a “steer”, a male domestic ox
castrated before sexual maturity. Metaphorically, she really wants to do the
“masculine things” – be involved in social matters and to be treated as a man, but
she fails because she is a woman, falling – like the steer – into a neutered category
somewhere between fully male and fully female. Like a steer that “wedged itself into
a corner … and plunged its chest onto the top rail” to tear its way through the fence,
Marie is trying to ‘tear up’ the patriarchal system. Though she does not get injured
like a steer, she gets trapped in the social conventions.

218

Through Masters’ linguistic portrayal of Marie, we can recognize her determination
and bravery. Although she stops “bothering about the show” as her husband Percy
states, and returns to her assigned duties, “dodging among the children as she set the
table for tea”, her ambition never dies. She still fights for her autonomy and identity;
finally forming a dramatic group in her small hometown of Cobargo and herself
performs in most of the plays.
Together with the other stories selected for this study, “The Teacher’s Wife” is an
illustration of Masters’ critique of gender discrimination and traditional conventions,
but a critique that is neither simple nor straightforward.
7.3.2

Transitivity analysis reflecting Marie’s rebellion against social norms

The extract selected from “The Teacher’s Wife” for transitivity analysis comprises in
total 221 clauses. This excerpt includes 102 clauses in which the mother is a
Participant, and constitutes 46% of the total number of clauses in the extract. The
relative frequency of the different grammatical roles used to represent Marie is
illustrated in Table 7.5.
According to Table 7.5, Marie is represented as an Actor in material processes at the
highest frequency, making up 61 processes out of a total of 102. The next most
frequent realization is in mental processes where Marie appears as a Senser 20 times,
followed by verbal processes where she appears as a Sayer 13 times, and as Carrier
in relational processes eight times.
Table 7.5 The representation of Marie in the extract of “The Teacher’s Wife”
Types of Processes

Roles of the mother

Frequency of distribution

Percentage distribution

Material

Actor

61

60%

Mental

Senser

20

19.5%

Verbal

Sayer

13

13%

Relational

Carrier

8

7.5%

Total

102

100%

219

The predominant presence of material processes in which Marie is involved as an
Actor indicates that her world is significantly dominated by activities and events
with a series of verbs such as: “spreading”, “picked up”, “ironing”, “flung”,
“placed”, and “cut”, as illustrated in the following examples:
TW4 She played tennis, // darting about the court …
TW9 … Marie, in her tennis gear for a match on the town courts, was washing
// and leaving to drain some of the china // and leaving the saucepans to
soak.
TW11 Marie caught up her racquet, // propped by the dresser since her last
game, // and tried the tautness of the strings with a bunched fist.
TW15 She hurried through the gate … // and to get the cry out of her ears as
quickly as possible // ran fast towards the town, // leaping over the
ridges of roots [[spread by the bank of pine trees]]…
TW81 She turned the four kitchen chairs about // to form a line, // and flung
herself over their backs, // breathing loud, // snorting, // blowing out
wind from her puffed up cheeks, // kicking and sliding her feet on the
linoleum // and beating them on the rungs of the chairs.
These examples suggest that Marie is described by Masters as a woman of great
energy, passion, and enthusiasm. As an Actor in these material processes, Marie’s
image is different from that of a traditional feminine woman who is gentle and
passive, some of whom have been mentioned in previous chapters. In fact, Marie
tries desperately to abandon the submissive female role through actions such as she
“hurried through the gate”, “ran fast”, and “leaping over the ridges of roots”. By
having Marie perform a series of strong actions which may normally be associated
with masculine Actors such as “flung herself”, “breathing loud”, “snorting”,
“blowing out wind”, “kicking and sliding her feet”, and “beating”, Masters portrays
Marie’s determination and strength. Masters suggests that when Marie takes on these
masculine actions, not only is she rejecting the traditional behaviour pressed upon
her by society but she is attempting behaviour which allows her both freedom and
power.
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For what Marie has been doing, she is considered by the community to be a woman
with many unfeminine qualities. The local people do not like seeing her in the car on
the road without any of her children when she is supposed to be at home in the
kitchen, “beating tough steak with a mallet to make a tasty braise for tea” like other
Cobargo women. This is how society positions her as a wife and a mother: she
should be at home, doing domestic things, and channelling her energy into
tenderising the meat rather than into more public roles and actions. However, Marie
is characterized as different with a rebellious characteristic: she is an ‘underdomestic’ woman. Marie’s personality seems to be completely opposite to Masters’
other female protagonists who come across as very submissive, reserved, and
sometimes passive. The above material processes used by Masters suggest that
Marie makes all these efforts to revolt against patriarchal values but then faces the
difficult situation of struggling against a patriarchal order bent on ensuring that
women cannot gain power in the family or in the community.
Masters’ description of Marie’s fight for identity and agency is also visible in her
discussions with other people about her ambition to become a committee member.
Consider the following verbal processes with Marie as Sayer:
TW19 “Why have the grand parade last thing of all?” // asked Marie,
TW21”Don’t you think // it would be better [[to have it much earlier]] // so
that the farmers don’t have to rush away <<to milk>> straight
after?”[Marie asked]
TW24 “But the sharefarmers like [[to see the parade!]]” // Marie said.
These examples demonstrate that Masters linguistically portrays Marie as a Sayer
who seems very confident in discussing show matters or ‘political matters’ with Jim,
one of the organizers. She tries to propose several positive changes to the program of
the show such as the time of the parade. In the example [TW21], by using the phrase
“Don’t you think it would be better…” which has the form of a question designed to
elicit the view of the interlocutor, but functions as a declaration of her own views.
Marie is depicted by Masters as a would-be skilful negotiator who attempts to
persuade Jim to listen to her ideas. To a certain extent, this example also indicates
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her feminine nature since tentative expressions are often thought to be used more
frequently by women and display a feminine gendered identity (Holmes 209).
Masters’ illustration of Marie’s tactfulness in social conversations can also be seen
in the ways Marie voices her intention to get on the show committee as seen below.
TW29 “I’d like to get on the show committee // and change a few things”
Marie said.
TW30 I said that out loud, // she thought.
TW55 “I see no reason, Percy,” // Marie said the following week … “why I
shouldn’t go to Clancy’s myself // and talk to Harold about [[getting on
the committee]].”
The interesting thing is that while one moment Marie is depicted by Masters as very
tentative in making proposals, the next moment she is shown to be very assertive in
expressing her ambition. For example, in the instance [TW55] with “why I shouldn’t
go...”, Marie is describes as not only seeking the answer to her question but her
asking “why” can be seen as a challenge to her listener where its meaning may be
negotiated (Egbert and Voge 32; Koshik 55-60). In the other example, she even
“[says] it out loud”, without any hesitation. The switch in Marie’s manner of
communication illustrates that Marie is a very self-confident woman, and sees
herself as a capable negotiator.
Though Marie is depicted as confident, active, and sociable, her recommendations
and passion are not welcomed by the community, particularly its male members. For
example, when she expresses her ideas about the parade time during the show, what
she receives from Jim, her tennis friend and also a show convenor, is his mocking
tone and ironic smile, as can be seen:
TW25 “Own the stuff,” said Jim, mocking and smiling.
TW26 “Well, why not?” [said Marie]
TW27”And why not?” Jim, still smiling, was mocking again.
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Masters claims that one of the reasons Marie’s ideas are under-valued is that she is
female as Masters writes “[Marie] played tennis, …, and was not content to dress
herself and the children for show and sports days, but worked instead as an
organizer, although, being a woman, her ideas were not always welcome” (my
emphasis). By clearly stating this gender discrimination, I argue, Masters shows her
disapproval of the gendered inequality of her time, but above all we can see Masters’
sympathy for Marie as a victim of this prejudice.
Masters’ empathy for Marie in particular and women in general can be further
observed in the fact that, in both stories examined in this chapter, her female
protagonists are metaphorically associated with the animals that are tamed and
domesticated. Masters compares Marie’s endless and courageous efforts with the
image of a fighting steer. The steer is rounded up by Jim, a strong young man. Like
the steer, Marie is controlled by the powerful patriarchal system. Both the steer and
Marie attempt to get through the fences, either the wooden fence in the case of the
steer or the fence of social conventions in the case of Marie. Unfortunately they fail
to do so and then become locked within these fences, as Helen Daniel claims:
“[Masters’] characters are trapped ... by the social and moral sanctions of Cobargo”6.
It is not only the material and verbal processes that show how Marie is ‘different’
from other women, but several relational processes indicate that the Carrolls family,
particularly Marie, do not follow the social rules or behave as the community usually
does. Consider the two occurrences below:
TW2 They [the Carrolls] were very different.
TW3 ... Marie Carroll was a small, dark, busy woman
Masters’ employment of attribute “different” in example [TW2] further proves the
point. Firstly, Marie the mother refuses domestic and mothering roles. She goes out
to play tennis instead of playing with her children or “beating tough steak with a
mallet” for tasty tea. Secondly, her husband, a school teacher, is believed by the
community to spend too much time doing “women’s work like carrying the baby
about” instead of fulfilling his professional and male responsibilities as a teacher.
6

The page number was chopped off during archival preservation as advised by the holding library.
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Finally, the Carroll children become used to their mother’s absence. They play on
their own, “making mud pies in a flower bed”. Clearly, the way Masters describes
the Carrolls does not conform to the expected model of the traditional family. That is
why they are thought to be ‘different’ by the community.
In the other relational clause [TW3], Marie is identified as a “busy woman”.
However, the attribute “busy” does not refer to her days full of domestic and caring
activities. In fact, she is depicted as being busy “darting about the [tennis] court” or
“going somewhere without any of [her] children”. In the eyes of the community, her
‘busy business’ is not really useful for family life. This is certainly not the image of
a busy woman that the community wants to see.
Masters’ description of Marie indicates that she does all these “different” things
which are contrary to people’s expectations of how a woman and mother should act
because she wants her voice to be heard and get recognition. Through the image of
Marie fighting for her self and freedom, Masters’ attitudes towards genderstereotypical discrimination against the woman confined to the roles of a cook, carer,
fire keeper and nurturer are re-affirmed. She challenges the traditional views that
insist that wives stay at home, attend to the house and care for the children. I argue
that this gender label, therefore, relates to the particular ways in which a female’s
productive, reproductive and domestic life is organized.
In summary, with the predominance of material processes relating to masculine
activities, Masters depicts Marie as an active and energetic woman who prefers
outdoor activities to household chores and who dares to challenge the traditional
norms and asks “Why not?” to show her identity and to locate her social values.
However, the analysis also indicates that Marie’s masculine activities and lack of
family responsibilities are not appreciated by the community. By showing this,
Masters implies her disapproval of gender discrimination and inequality which
particularly targets people who dare to cross borders and challenge social
conventions. In several verbal clauses, Marie’s determination and hopes to speak her
mind and somehow to change the social order are emphasised. By linking these
transitivity patterns with adjectives explicitly describing Marie as “different” and
“busy”, along with a large number of comparative and negative expressions – e.g.
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wearing shorter skirts than others; being too late with the bib; being not content to
dress herself and her children for the show; being not the housekeeper Emily was –
Masters shows that Marie challenges the ideology of an Angel-in-the-House. In
other words, Marie is made by Masters to rebel against the patriarchal view of
‘traditional femininity’.
In the next section, we will investigate the way Masters selects words in the story to
represent Marie’s rebelliousness.
7.3.3 Lexical choices representing Marie’s rebellion
Though most women in Masters’ stories are obedient and submissive to patriarchal
authority, she also creates female protagonists who dare to challenge the traditional
order: Mrs Carroll or Marie in “The Teacher’s Wife” is the most important and
unique of these women. She is depicted by Masters as acting on her convictions
rather than according to social codes and trying to raise her subservient status to
equal men’s status.
Marie’s behaviour as described by Masters in the following examples is indicative of
her personality.
TW3 … and Marie Carroll was a small, dark, busy woman who did not bother
with Emily’s garden, gave sketchy attention to household chores and got
herself out of the house as often as she could.
TW4 She played tennis, darting about the court in a dress shorter than those
the other women wore…
These examples show Marie is represented by Masters as totally different from the
other women in the community, especially in her refusal of motherly and familial
roles. There are several instances in the story where the community talks negatively
about Marie and her family. They criticise her as an undutiful mother and wife. They
think it is shameful for her husband to have an irresponsible wife. They even
compare Marie to Emily, also a teacher’s wife from whom Marie bought the house,
saying “not the housekeeper Emily Russell was by a long chalk”.
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In example [TW4], Masters gives more details about the way Marie dresses. She
does not care about public reaction but wears what she feels comfortable in and
believes is good for her. It also indicates Marie has a strong character. I argue that
Masters represents Marie’s style of dress as reflecting a woman in need of attention
and public recognition of her status.
The phrases in Table 7.6 below further illustrate Masters’ description of Marie as
‘under-domestic’ but extroverted woman.
Table 7.6 Indication of Marie’s rejection of domestic duties in “The Teacher’s Wife”
Phrases indicating Marie’s lack of domesticity

Phrases demonstrating Marie’s masculine
personality

(not) bother with garden

played tennis

gave sketchy attention to household chores

darting about the court

got out of the house as often as she could

worked as an organizer

leaving the saucepans to soak

ran fast towards the town

hurried to get [her children’s] cry out of her

leaping over the ridges of roots

ears as quickly as possible

[with an empty car] going somewhere

couldn’t remember [buying a bag of cakes]

without any of the children

The title of the story “The Teacher’s Wife” may suggest a family with good
reputation and high profile in which every member of this teacher-headed family is
supposed to behave appropriately and in accordance with expected norms (cf the
proverb “Caesar’s wife must be above reproach”). However what Masters reveals
about them is the opposite of what their community expects. They are introduced as
“different”. The wife and the husband seem to swap roles, so the wife is “darting
about the [tennis] court” while the husband is busy “carrying the baby”. It seems to
many people that the traditional family values have been reversed. They criticise the
wife for not “[being] at home caring for her husband and children like a normal
wife” (my emphasis). They also criticise the husband but rather sympathise with him
because he is not as lucky as Mr Russell, also a teacher, who seems to have a better
wife. The husband is doing what other men are not supposed to do because of his
wife’s inability to comply with domestic ideology. To a certain extent, Masters’
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lexical choices shows that what Marie has been doing is not appreciated or
encouraged by the community, but is to some extent endorsed by Masters.
Throughout the story, Marie is portrayed by Masters as a female who is committed
to her passion but breaks all the social norms codified as traditional cultural patterns
of femininity. Let’s look at the following statement which acknowledges that she is
not appreciated by the community for what she has been doing:
TW83 There were many who said she should be at home caring for her
husband and children like a normal wife.
Marie’s actions are never encouraged by the community because they are thought
not to be the proper actions of “a normal wife”. Marie becomes different in both her
actions and her “serious thought” when she wants to become the first woman
committee member. Moreover, she is criticised for leaving the children to her
husband’s care while he is supposed to be completing schoolwork. The community
find it a bit shocking that the school teacher not only feeds the children but carries
the baby around, doing these sorts of domestic chores while his wife is “wandering
off somewhere”. The vague representational value of the location “somewhere” and
the connotation of aimlessness in the verb “wandering”, suggests that from the
community’s point of view it do not matter what she is doing, what matters is that
she is not performing the actions and inhabiting the spaces expected of her. The
public even feels sorry for Marie’s husband when they ironically compare him to Mr
Russell who is also a teacher with “a croupy daughter” but is able to have more time
at his job and “[doesn’t] do women’s work like carrying the baby”. Whether her
husband is very supportive of her or whether he just ignores her actions is not
indicated in the story. Masters leaves readers to consider whether the community
reaction projects the situation as disgraceful on the husband because his wife violates
her culturally expected roles.
Although Marie is lacking several domestic and feminine values that the central
characters in other stories exhibit, Masters does not seem to criticise her. Instead she
depicts Marie as a very brave woman who wants to challenge the public stereotypes
of feminine roles and to live the life that may make her happy and boost her abilities.
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She is described by Masters as a woman who has no qualms about playing an active
role in order to accomplish her ambition. She speaks “out loud” about her “serious”
decision to become the first woman in the show committee. She dares to ask “why?”
or “why not?” when people seem not to appreciate her ideas. She even approaches
the men – Jim and his father who is the chairman of the committee – who
symbolically represent the patriarchy and male domination, to have her say. I argue
that Masters gives Marie this courage and determination to illustrate her desire to
confront the traditional feminine values and gender discrimination in her
community.
From these points, one can raise the question as to whether Marie is depicted by
Masters as a ‘bad’ housewife. In fact, later in the story, Masters provides a reason for
Marie’s reluctance to do housework: she is busy running for a position on the
Cobargo show committee as a way to identify her self and her values. Her character
and behaviour indicate a certain restlessness which is reflected in her progressive
attitudes and response to life.
The disapproval from the local people of what Marie has done also expresses the
traditional perception that a female’s responsibilities revolve around her domestic
tasks. It can be further argued that the community depicted in the story take the view
that a female should not enter into the bigger political arena. The community appears
to believe that a female’s place is in the kitchen, where she has to keep herself busy
with household chores such as cooking, washing, sweeping and scrubbing the floors.
Obviously, Marie, as a woman and a wife, cannot change this perception.
Contrary to the negative reaction from the community, Percy, the husband, seems
quite supportive of his wife, even though he knows that there is no way they will
accept her in the committee position. He agrees to stay at home and mind the
children while his wife devotes herself to social matters. It may be that Percy
begrudges doing these things, but this seems unlikely, since Masters describes Percy
as “such a slow, dreamy poet of a man”, which seems to position him as a moral
outsider along with his wife, rather than someone who is sharply aware of the shame
others attach to the way he and his wife manage their roles. We can in fact see that
he admires and even envies Marie’s activities, as seen below:
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TW62 She could go herself and see [the chairman of the show committee].
TW63 She seemed not be afraid of anyone, a quality Percy secretly envied.
These examples demonstrate Percy’s envy as well as his admiration of his wife’s
boldness and decisiveness. He is portrayed as a caring man but he is considered by
the community to be a little too weak and humble. I think what Masters may be
suggesting through the feeble picture of the husband is that though Marie’s husband
supports her, he is not ‘strong’ enough to protect her from the pressures and rules of
the patriarchal society. Since patriarchal thinking claims that the domestic sphere is
the only space where a woman is likely to gain some recognition, or that a women’s
place is considered to be precisely and solely at home, it is impossible for Marie to
get a position on the show committee, or “to change a few things”. Certainly, the
patriarchal and hierarchical system never offers her a chance. The evidence is that
after many attempts, Marie returns to the domestic and marital functions that are
stamped on her: “ “Mumma is not bothering about the show after all,” Percy said”.
The picture of Marie trying to rebel against social conventions in order to find her
freedom and identity is visible in her depiction as a stubborn and rebellious steer:
TW69 For Jim was rounding up a steer that had wedged itself into a corner, a
wild-eyed thing with a coat like dark blood splashed with white,
stubbornly pawing at the stout Clancy fence in preference to swinging
around and going the way Jim wanted.
TW70 [Marie’s] car stopping agitated it further, and it plunged its chest onto
the top rail, putting its front legs over and hanging there, scraping its
chest and belly on the lower rail, sliding its neck on the splintery wood,
foam around its black lips.
The steer seems full of energy and aggression. It tries its best to resist its owner’s
control. Masters’ depiction of the steer’s resistance to Jim reminds us of Marie’s
battle to get away from the negative impact of the patriarchal system in which she
finds herself. However, as mentioned, neither the steer nor Marie can find their way
through, and in attempting to do so they both are physically and psychologically
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hurt. They get trapped: the steer is still a steer that “remain[s] clinging to the fence”
and Marie is still a woman who “dodg[es] among the children” and serves tea.
Together with the analysis of Masters’ lexical choices, the image of the steer
suggests that the only option for Marie is to play the part of the ideal mother who
submits to expected feminine duties, which leaves the reader to feel empathy for
Marie, particularly in her battle for emancipation and agency.
The lives of the women of Masters’ generation are bound up in domestic life.
Women are trapped in the position of domestic creatures and they are supposed to
take their roles from the model of the Angel-in-the-House, one which celebrates the
obedience and submission of women. By describing Marie Carroll as an extroverted
and liberated mother, Masters interrogates the cult of traditional womanhood. I
would claim that the image of Marie mocks Patmore’s vision of women and the
expectation that women should be perfect, sympathetic and, above all, devoted to
their husbands and caring of their children. The traditional society Masters is
critiquing here wants women to be powerless, obedient and dutiful, without any trace
of independent thinking. Through the story, I think, by her careful selection of
language, Masters deliberately attacks patriarchal views on women and expresses her
sympathy for their position.
In conclusion, Marie is one of the most controversial female characters in Masters’
fiction. Her actions, behaviour, and beliefs are depicted as not suitable for a woman
of her time. Nevertheless she is not afraid to express her feelings and ambitions in a
patriarchal world. She tries to follow her own path and convictions. Her motive in
life is to challenge patriarchy or at least demonstrate the effect of gender
discrimination. This study argues that beneath her rebellion lies a strong and active
female character who asserts herself verbally and physically throughout the story
though by the end of the story she is ultimately put back into the patriarchal society
and trapped behind the fence by social forces, including her husband’s weakness.
7.4

Chapter conclusion

The purpose of this chapter has been to explore whether the mother in “A Dog That
Squeaked”, and Marie in “The Teacher’s Wife”, submit to the patriarchal system,
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accepting their fate to be ‘in the kitchen’ without argument, or on the other hand
subvert male domination, following their own convictions and trying to gain control
over their own lives.
Both “A Dog That Squeaked” and “The Teacher’s Wife” are about the family, the
relationship between husband and wife, and the roles of wife and mother in the
family. The analysis of the language used by Masters demonstrates that the mother
in “A Dog That Squeaked” is more accepting while the mother (Marie) in “The
Teacher’s Wife” is socially rebellious (though not, it must be noted, rebelling
individually against her husband). Since women have traditionally been expected to
stay in their home spheres, appointed to them by social convention, and not to
transgress into any masculine territory, neither the mother nor Marie have much
hope of getting away from the pressure of these female roles. It would appear that
they have no choice except to be tied to traditional feminine and domestic duties but
the effect of Masters’ story may suggest or even insist that things need to change.
The study of Masters’ employment of transitivity patterns and her linguistic choices
in “A Dog That Squeaked” and “The Teacher’s Wife” has shown that both the
protagonists are very active in their daily life. They are predominantly cast in the
roles of Actors in many Material processes. However, their actions reflect different
commitments to their domestic roles as a mother and a wife.
My linguistic investigation has shown that the mother in “A Dog That Squeaked”
often carries out domestic activities such as ironing the clothes, preparing the meat,
and attending to the stove, characterising her as a devoted housewife. In contrast,
Marie in “The Teacher’s Wife” is linguistically painted as inclined to outdoors
activities such as playing tennis, wandering about, and gathering with friends. She is
not represented by Masters as a keen housewife but a liberated and rebellious
woman.
For different reasons and at a certain time, both of these female characters show their
dissatisfaction with life. They stand up to fight for their identity and to gain respect.
The mother demonstrates her anger with her husband as a kind of protest which is
metaphorically compared to the hesitant squeaks of a dog. Marie, in contrast, shows
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her refusal of domestic tasks and the adoption of masculine ones as a form of
rebellion which Masters links to the fighting of a steer.
To sum up, the analyses disclose that these two characters do not really put up with
their traditional roles and the expectation of the society. They obstruct, bend and
cross traditional gender boundaries, trying to create a new conceptual space for
themselves.
The perceived rebellion of these two female protagonists is a linguistic manifestation
of Masters’ disagreement and distaste for social values and expectations maintained
either by the community itself or their families that do not correspond with the
characters’ wishes. I also claim that even though their reasons and means of
rebellion differ, in their actions they both cross the line and try to build their own
identity even though their actions are unwelcome and discouraged. By carefully
depicting the actions of the mother and Marie and providing contexts for their
actions, I think, Masters gives these characters a more explicitly feminist-friendly or
proto-feminist stance. Masters’ linguistic representation of the two mothers’
reactions can also be seen as raising further questions, such as whether it is the
women who need to change the way they act or the men (their husbands and male
counterparts) who need to change the way they respond to female reactions.
The examination of transitivity patterns and lexical choices in the two stories reveals
that Masters is angry that Mrs Carroll (Marie) and the mother are both victims of the
conventional system because her portrayals of them expose the manner in which
they are forced to behave, namely as dogs and steers. In both stories, Masters creates
scenes which demonstrate how social constraints push the mother and Marie to rebel
and how their behaviour and the behaviour of others form a web that entraps them.
In view of the clear alignment between the narrative structure, the patterns of
transitivity and other grammatical features (comparatives, negative polarity), the
specific lexis, and these domestic animal metaphors of dogs and steers, it is clear that
Masters blames the patriarchal system and not the victims for the suffering these two
women experience.
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8 CONCLUDING DISCUSSION
This final chapter of the thesis provides a summary and an evaluation of the
research. The first section 8.1 provides a brief overview of the study. The second
section 8.2 focuses on the contribution of this thesis to the linguistic investigation of
how femininity is treated in Olga Masters’ stories, in particular, on the results
obtained from the combined analysis of transitivity and lexical choices. This section
also revisits the relationships between femininity and domesticity, motherhood,
sexual desires, and feminine rebellion as represented in Masters’ stories. The next
section 8.3 makes some more general statements about the nature and value of Olga
Masters’ style of writing. It challenges the view of her style as writing ‘ordinary’
stories of ‘ordinary’ people. The final section 8.4 addresses the contribution of this
research to literature and linguistic studies more broadly.
8.1

A brief overview of the study

The overarching aim of this research has been to explore the representation of
femininity and female experience in Olga Masters’ stories, and in particular, to
address the linguistic aspects of this representation. This research has examined the
depiction of character through Masters’ choices of transitivity patterns and lexical
elements in her stories. It has related this linguistic representation of femininity to a
coherent socio-political view demonstrated in her writing, in opposition to the view
that Masters simply uses her ‘plain’ style of writing to create ‘simple’ stories about
‘humble’ people.
The selected method has been a close analysis of Olga Masters’ representation of
femininity in selected pieces of her writing set in 1930s Australia, with the aim,
firstly, of demonstrating her approach to the portrayal of women’s experience. A
second aim has been to explore how Masters linguistically responds to – and
therefore represents the position of women in – both the traditional social context
and a context of changing social values. Additionally, a question which has a
broader focus is addressed, namely, what evidence of approach and topical focus can
a close textual analysis, particularly of transitivity patterns and lexical choices, bring
to the study of Masters’ writing?
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The reason for this focus on the study of process types, or transitivity, is because it
was my intention to search for the relationship between linguistic structures and
socially constructed meaning in Masters’ stories. This research has used ways of
interpreting transitivity and other textual patterns that produce both qualitative and
quantitative findings. The results from my analyses suggest that there is ample
material in Masters’ work for a much more detailed linguistic study across a wider
range of grammatical and semantic systems. However, transitivity alone still
provides a rich source of data for studying the representation of femininity in
Masters’ work. In addition, taking into account the fact that transitivity is related to
the ideational metafunction, and that it is these ideational patterns that scholars need
to look at to explain how events and participants are represented in texts, transitivity
analysis seemed the appropriate tool. Using transitivity analyses, I have been able to
demonstrate how Masters’ ideologies of femininity are made available textually to
her readers.
Using the framework of systemic functional linguistics, I investigated eight of
Masters’ stories. These stories mainly came from her collections of short stories The
Home Girls and A Long Time Dying, and her novel Amy’s Children. The stories were
“The Little Chest”, “The Done Thing”, “The Snake and Bad Tom”, “A Soft and
Simple Woman”, “The Lang Women”, Amy’s Children, “A Dog that Squeaked” and
“The Teacher’s Wife”. The analysis identified Processes, Participants, and
Circumstances in the extracts from these selected texts which directly involved the
female characters.
These stories were carefully investigated under the themes of Femininity and
Domesticity (Chapter 4), Femininity and Motherhood (Chapter 5), Femininity and
Sexual Desires (Chapter 6), and Femininity and Feminine Rebellion (Chapter 7).
The lexical and grammatical representation of eight female protagonists within the
selected stories was analysed, looking at their actions and behaviour in comparison
to what is likely to have been expected of women in the period in which the stories
are set. These chapters focused on the transitivity data which was combined with
literary analysis in order to understand how Masters uses linguistic elements to
portray the woman characters in her stories and how Masters’ attitudes to gender
roles are conveyed.
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The linguistic and textual investigation revealed that each story studied appears very
tightly designed linguistically. In other words, when we examine the processes
chosen, the transitivity roles that the central characters are associated with, and the
lexical verbs and other expressions selected, each of these aspects of text creation
seem to produce similar semantic effects: setting up the character as either agentive
over trivial domestic objects, or agentive over her own body, or as being unusually
vocal, or as being almost unable to speak, as the thematic focus of each story
demanded. In this way, Masters can be seen to be co-ordinating multiple sets of
linguistic choices to work together to produce not only the narrative sequence but
also the distinct point of view on femininity put forward by each story.
Masters should not be seen, therefore, as an ‘ordinary writer’ of ‘ordinary stories’
about ‘ordinary people’. Rather, she is an accomplished writer whose craft is put on
greater display when one examines the stories within the same thematic frame, and
makes use of even a preliminary linguistic analysis. Masters deploys her craft in
ways that truly get the feeling of the actual life across and make it live. She treats the
subjects of her stories in a voice of warmth, compassion, and painful sympathy. She
has a keen eye for details and her realisation of place and time are precise.
8.2

Establishment of feminist values in Olga Masters’ writing

In this research, I have looked at a number of different topics relating to the way
Masters produces a complex representation of femininity in her writings, such as the
relationships between femininity and domestic activities, motherhood, sexual appeal,
and feminine rebellion. The following summary will serve to bring these different
thematic strands together and to present central themes which were derived from my
findings.
First, concerning the interplay between transitivity and character, the study has
demonstrated that eight female characters selected for the study, namely, Mrs
Schaefer, Louisa, Carrie, Amy, Sarah, Marie, and the nameless mothers, typically
represent Masters’ multifaceted construction of femininity: they are depicted by
Masters as a hard-working housewife and caring mother, as a family-oriented
woman, or as a temporarily rebellious wife.
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My linguistic analysis of the selected texts has shown that Masters’ female
characters are most frequently seen performing material processes, relational
processes and mental processes. The material processes mostly denote domestic
activities such as washing, cooking, caring for the children, while mental and
relational processes were the most frequent types used to denote the characters’
feelings or states of being, with attributes indicating physical appearance. The
presence of material processes in such a high number throughout the texts showed
evidence that Masters’ stories are concerned with actions and events controlled by a
participant, an Actor, in this case her female protagonists who carried out most of the
actions in all the excerpts selected for analysis except “The Snake and Bad Tom”.
The analysis has also shown that the situations in which Masters’ female characters
are often cast refer to kitchens, dining tables, or living rooms as affected Goals or as
locative Circumstantial elements. In fact, with the exception of Marie, the
“Teacher’s Wife”, Masters mostly confines her characters to these domestic spheres
regardless of their differences, whether they enjoy their own company or the
company of others, admire their bodies, or even suffer from their husbands’ rages.
That the geographical background of each story and the specific scenes in which
events happen are often provided clearly in great detail indicates a sense of design in
Masters’ work in which domestic life is perhaps exaggerated for literary purpose.
Together with the deployment of process types, participant roles, and circumstances,
the prevailing lexical sets identified in the texts relate to domestic themes such as
managing the house, preparing meals, attending to the children, and evaluating one’s
own physical attributes. Moreover, the language of the stories, as most concretely
realised in those process types regarding housework, always describes women’s
work. Masters’ female characters are linguistically depicted as family women who
attempt their best to accomplish their domestic responsibilities and conform to social
conventions but whose commitments are challenged in various ways. This leads to
controversial questions about whether they feel fulfilled and respected, and whether
their actions are appreciated by the family and the community.
In all the selections discussed, Masters’ women are depicted from the point of view
of transitivity, as predominantly taking on the role of Actor in material processes; yet
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this representation provides different images of women in a variety of situations.
They can be a housewife who becomes so obsessive with housework that she cannot
balance her married life, a mother who temporarily rejects her domestic duties
because of her husband’s indifference, or a widow who shows great concern for her
sexuality, just to name a few.
The examination of transitivity patterns and lexical choices used by Masters also
reveals that some of her female characters are not directly depicted; rather their
actions and feelings are interpreted through the attitudes of their family members and
the community towards them. For example, in “The Snake and Bad Tom”, the
mother is often absent from the clauses but becomes visible as an image of a
sacrificing mother through Masters’ depiction of her husband’s and children’s
actions and statements. In several cases, Masters assigns her women to the
grammatical role of a Goal in material processes or Target in verbal processes: this
arguably depicts them as the victims of their husbands’ emotional and verbal
bullying or of the community’s criticism. To some extent, this demonstrates their
passivity and gender inequality in the family and the broader patriarchal society.
In the following sections I will elaborate on each of these findings relating to
Masters’ linguistic representation of femininity and her views on the roles of women
in family and society.
The representation of femininity through domestic activities
The first two stories, “The Little Chest” and “The Done Thing”, were investigated to
define Masters’ representation of femininity through her female characters’
fulfilment of their domestic roles. From the analysis of transitivity patterns and the
lexical choices used by Masters as discussed in Chapter 4, we can see the traits of
femininity strongly represented by Masters via her two main female characters: Mrs
Schaefer, a typical housekeeper, and Louisa, a good cook. They love respectively
their jobs of ‘keeping house’ in the case of Mrs Schafer or doing food-related chores
as in the case of Louisa.
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Appearing as an Actor in a wide range of Material processes indicating domestic
chores such as “wash”, “clean”, “cook”, these female characters are depicted by
Masters as devoted family women who care for and nurture their family. They are
doing what the society expects them to do as women and wives: Mrs Schaefer keeps
“cleaning”, “shining”, “scrubbing” the windows, furniture, glass and china; Louisa
keeps “preparing” and serving food to her husband and friends. These actions might
be understood as fulfilling in that they offer a certain agency. However, the linguistic
and grammatical patterns employed by Masters show that she seems not entirely to
approve of the traditional feminine roles which are socially imposed upon women.
Although Masters depicts Mrs Schaefer as dedicated to her housework, there is a
sense of excessive fastidiousness about her dedication, indicated partly by depicting
Mrs Schaefer’s husband as not valuing her industriousness and partly by showing
how Mrs Schaefer is excluded from other aspects of family and community life. In
particular, Mrs Schaefer becomes the Target participant in verbal processes
representing her husband’s criticism of her.
With careful consideration of process types and lexical choices, it was seen that
Masters exemplifies two fairly traditional models of femininity through the images
of the two characters of Mrs Schaefer and Louisa. They are represented by Masters
as examples of women who are committed to housework and practise it as a way of
shaping their identities and performing their femininity, something which is given
both positive and negative implications by the author.
The representation of femininity through sacrificing motherhood
Masters’ representation of traditional femininity can be further illustrated in the
image of two sacrificing mothers in “The Snake and Bad Tom” and “A Simple and
Soft Woman”, as discussed in Chapter 5. Both mothers are constructed by Masters
as caring and enduring mothers and ‘mediators’. Unlike Mrs Schaefer and Louisa
who are represented as Actors in many household-related material processes, these
two mothers are not grammatically depicting as taking an initiating role in family
relations: instead of appearing grammatically as Actor, they often appear as a
Behaver or a Senser, which projects them as a character more of inner thoughts than
of actions. The analysis suggests that Masters assigns them to behavioural or mental
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processes instead of material processes to create a sense of passivity in each
character that conflicts with their secret protests against their husbands’ irritation.
In portraying the mother in “The Snake and Bad Tom” as a Sayer in verbal
processes, Masters identifies her as the comforter and mediator in conflicts between
the father and the children. She dare not take action but uses her words to protect her
son, the miserable Tom, and to minimize the family tension. In “A Soft and Simple
Woman”, only in the second half of the story is the mother, Mrs Laycock,
represented as an Actor in material processes, which demonstrates her actions as
dominated by activities of caring and fighting for a better life for her children. Prior
to this, she is marginalized as a silent mother. With the switch in the linguistic
representation of Mrs Laycock, we can see the development of her character from a
silent mother to a determined one who decides to take action against her husband for
her children’s sake.
To some extent, one could see “A Soft and Simple Woman” as a development of
“The Snake and Bad Tom”: the children are a bit older and the family’s finances are
better; and after suffering the father’s rages, the mother becomes more determined,
transforming her endurance into open protest.
Throughout both stories, Masters linguistically characterises the mothers as loving
and enduring. They attempt to comfort the children by providing them with food
while sacrificing their own happiness or hiding their silent suffering for the sake of
family harmony.
The representation of femininity through sexual desires
Unlike the submission and passivity of the above female characters, two women in
Masters’ “The Lang Women” and Amy’s Children appear stronger, as discussed in
Chapter 6. The analysis of transitivity patterns and the lexical choices in “The Lang
Women” and Amy’s Children has shown Masters using various process types to
reveal the personal and emotional aspects of her characters’ lives and thoughts. We
can see the traits of femininity strongly represented via the two main female
characters: Carrie, a widow with sexual potential, and Amy, a rebellious mother. The
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study also reveals that Masters’ characters may be understood to reject cultural
constraints and move beyond patriarchy, at least in part. These two characters are
linguistically represented as resisting and rejecting traditional and negative ideas of
femininity and female sexuality.
Appearing mainly as Actors in material processes in the clausal data analysed, Carrie
and Amy both have direct influence on their Goal participants: in this case, their own
hair, clothes, and bodies. This is one important mechanism through which Masters
sets Carrie and Amy up as women who are concerned with their sexual needs and
desires. The common thing between Carrie and Amy as Actors in material processes
is that they pay considerable attention to their physical attributes and female
sexuality as a way to express their femininity, to assert their agency and self, and to
gain power and recognition.
Investigating other process types reveals the fact that these two women also attempt
to repress their sexual desires and to maintain the expected feminine values, although
their commitment and loyalty vary. Although her repressed sexual desires make her
“thighs mov[e] angrily” and “her little belly shak[e]” every night, as a Behaver in
behavioural processes, Carrie is represented as avoiding sexual intimacy and still
maintaining her virtue, living a modest life with her mother-in-law and her daughter.
Similarly, although Amy dares to violate the social norms to lead the life she longs
for, Masters still gives Amy some moments of self-reflection. As a Senser in mental
processes, Amy keeps thinking about her actions, her current situation and her social
and familial duties. Therefore, by the end of the story, Amy goes back into the
expected social frame, turning her back on her illegal affair and turning her attention
to her newly born child.
Throughout the stories, Masters’ employment of linguistic and lexical patterns
indicates positive attitudes towards her protagonists’ demonstration of their sexual
desires and needs. She depicts them as feminine women who care for their physical
appearance and female sexuality. They may be found to transgress the unwritten
rules of being feminine and revolt against cultural expectations of what a caring
mother and a loyal wife should be. However, Masters does not criticise or depreciate
what they have done but rather expresses sympathy for them. She reveals that it is
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their right, and need, to express their sexual concerns, and even, in the case of
Carrie, important to their pride.
The representation of femininity through feminine rebellion
Continuing with the depiction of femininity in a more socially progressive way, I
considered the mother in “A Dog That Squeaked” and Marie in “The Teacher’s
Wife” in Chapter 7. Being often associated with transitive material processes and
verbal processes, they are presented by Masters as being more extrovert than many
other female characters, particularly in the case of Marie.
Although mostly appearing as a Sayer in verbal clauses in the analysed clausal data,
the mother in “A Dog That Squeaked” is not like the mother in “The Snake and Bad
Tom”. She does not use words to comfort her husband or reduce the family tension
as does the mother in “The Snake and Bad Tom”, but she keeps complaining about
her situation and her husband’s ignorance and verbally refuses to carry out her
domestic duties. Masters also associates her with material processes but many of
these processes show the absence of domestic fulfilment for this mother. Instead,
they indicate her anger and rejection of family duties: she “flung” her husband’s shirt
into the laundry basket and “slapped” the iron away. Similarly, the mother in “The
Teacher’s Wife”, Marie, is associated with many material processes but these do not
convey her domestic fulfilment, as in the case of Mrs Schaefer in “The Little Chest”.
Marie is often a Participant in material processes that denote masculine activities
such as playing tennis, organising the matches, nor is she seen in the kitchen or back
yard but at the tennis court, or elsewhere out on the road.
Clearly, the investigation of transitivity patterns and lexical choices used by Masters
has demonstrated that these two women are examples of the ‘rebellious’ women who
seem not to conform to the traditional values prescribed to them. The study has also
shown that Masters apportions blame to the system not to its victims, and that it is
social constraints that push them to protest. They are portrayed by Masters as trying
to ‘break the boundaries’, creating a new conceptual space for themselves though
they are still trapped in the negative cycle of patriarchy.
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I have shown that Masters’ linguistic depiction of femininity can mainly be divided
into two types, which both, in different ways, demonstrate her feminist convictions;
or at least cast serious doubt on claims by some critics that Masters is not interested
in exploring feminism in her work (Cummings, Gilbert). Some of her female
characters seem to accept their lives trapped in the web of patriarchy and
conventions while others manifest behaviours that suggest a desire for female
emancipation and attempt to resist contemporary standards. Some characters seem to
be at a crossroads and, although they make their own choices and follow their
convictions, their actions still lie within the boundaries of acceptable behaviour. The
question is whether Master’s female characters can be seen as typical. There is only
one Mrs Schaefer, but many real people may have the same characteristics. The
same can be said of Amy, Carrie and other female protagonists. These are not
stereotypes, and although aspects of their characters and situations may be
exaggerated, they are in an important sense familiar kinds of real people who
become better understood by the reader after reading Masters’ stories.
By carefully depicting the actions of her female characters and providing contexts
for their actions, I think Masters paints her female characters in an essentially
positive light. They all seem to challenge, to varying degrees, the traditional roles
that are ascribed to them. Some of them are particularly strong women who are
determined to fight for themselves no matter what. By so doing, they often violate
the rules the society has imposed on them, either deliberately or as a side effect of
social norms. Masters’ fiction examines the crossing of the line of what is and what
is not allowed in male and female relationships, and women’s social participation, as
well as the consequences that it brings for all who are involved either directly or
indirectly.
The research has revealed that the different female characters in Masters’ stories
demonstrate an awareness of patriarchal restrictions and make attempts to resist their
oppression. All of these female protagonists experience emotional conflicts because
they are caught between their sense of duty and their inner desires. These fictional
characters struggle, in their own ways, to proclaim control over their lives. Through
confronting the reader with these fictional characters, Masters expresses her feminist
views on familial and social matters, suggesting a need for the betterment of
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women’s position in society. The linguistic analysis suggests the degree to which
Masters consistently highlights the struggles of women to define themselves and
achieve a greater level of autonomy, while continuing to hold on to family ties,
traditional codes of ethics and even to myths of womanhood. In fact, Masters’
women characters are constructed as still engaging in domestic activities whilst
actively seeking a better social and familial status. Masters’ writing emphasises the
independence of women, attempting to give her female protagonists the power of
self-definition or self-redefinition.
The analysis has also shown that Masters never seems to condemn her characters’
refusal to conform or to pass judgment in a simplistic way about the validity of their
concern with domestic and traditional duties. On the contrary, she sides with them
and puts the blame for their actions on the rigidity of contemporary conventions.
These female protagonists act out female experience: they are women whose issues,
political circumstances and daily lives Masters depicts as always subject to
patriarchy, but who try very hard to achieve self-determination.
Another feature of Masters’ work is the representation of women and female
viewpoints which gives a ‘voice’ to women and offers identification for women
readers. She explores how patriarchy and conventions impact on her characters,
particularly women who either oppose it, or move beyond it, or act in between.
Taken together, her stories provide a panoramic picture of women’s lives and each
of her female protagonists becomes an example of a certain ‘take’ on femininity.
Masters’ commitment to finding commonalities in female experience is evidenced
by her ethical concern to convey female subjectivity and thus reveal how women
might know themselves as women but also as human beings. This has been
illustrated throughout the thesis: for instance, when Marie in “The Teacher’s Wife”
is not really supported by the men of the show committee and criticized by the local
community, Masters references a whole patriarchal history of men attempting to
assign her or women in general to the expected roles and values associated with the
feminine. The mother’s temporary protest against household duties in “A Dog that
Squeaked” signifies the battle between her internal self, and the world in which she
lives – a constant engagement of her self with her social identity. Masters’
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representation of femininity stresses how culture engenders women as female
through illustrating how women’s subjectivity is linked to their gender and sex. One
of the problems with Masters’ women is that they are very much inclined to be
locked into their own subjectivity, which is the reason for the absence of any action
striving against patriarchal conventions and gender discrimination.
To summarise this section, my research has provided evidence that Olga Masters is a
skilful writer whose craft is centrally employed to articulate femininity and female
experience. A central plank of this evidence is the progressive messages which are
grammatically and lexically encoded in her stories. Although such feminist
frameworks might be only implicit in her stories, they can be seen as consisting
ultimately of explicit, co-ordinated choices of grammar and lexis. Masters’ writing is
a practice that deals with the philosophical concerns and intellectual ideas of the
generation in which she lived, and the various and contradictory forces that inform
selfhood, femininity, and identity.
The question might be asked why Masters uses the 1930s setting for her 1980s
writing. My answer would be that the 1930s is the period during which she actually
experienced and witnessed many of the difficulties of Australian rural life similar to
those portrayed in her fiction, especially for women like herself. The 1930s was also
a foundational period for Masters and her generation, tested by the Depression and
the shadow of war. Therefore, all her life, Masters would respond to the challenges
which were imposed on her young mind at that time. Also, the 1980s were the years
when the debate on equality for women came alive, particularly with the
development of Australian women writers, and much progressive articulation of
women and women writing.
The 1980s offered a publishing opportunity to Masters when she was in a position to
give a mature and nuanced perspective on Australian women with her very particular
writing skills. As an ‘erudite reader’, according to her son Chris Masters, Olga
Masters is quite likely to have digested the large body of work on the social
conditions of the 1930s that was written during the 1970s and 1980s, and this may
have been one of the foundations for her writing. I think many readers, especially
women, enjoy Masters’ detailed descriptions of domestic matters of the 1930s, such
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as people’s living arrangements and the food they cooked and ate. Clearly, the 1930s
settings in Masters’ writing have several effects: some older readers will remember
domestic arrangements they knew in the past when reading her books and younger
readers might be interested to learn how these things were in the past.
A close reading of Masters’ fiction has demonstrated the ways in which Masters
struggles against replicating traditional feminine types. She works to create women
who display various levels of self-awareness, being aware of themselves as women
and aware of their roles in the family and society. However, the analysis also reveals
that not all of Masters’ female characters are represented as having achieved this
self-awareness, although there is at least a seed of it in each of them.
Masters speaks from a female viewpoint, conversant herself with the everyday
gestures of women, and the signifiers of female space and female desires. Masters’
creation of a vision of femininity specifically addresses and offers identification for
female spectators. This vision is also a part of her feminist aesthetics which informs
her representation of femininity. Masters’ own words about her contribution to the
representation of female experience are an appropriate place to close this discussion:
“every story in the book some ways involves a home girl, and we are all home girls
at heart” (“Interview” 215). This arguably means that Masters’ linguistic
representations are of women and for women who construct their own identity from
their own specific experiences, who negotiate their own pathway within the confines
of the expected direction for their gendered identities. An overview of Masters’
fiction reveals characteristics that demonstrate an interest in, if not a commitment to,
feminist perspectives. I would therefore argue that Masters’ stories can be described
as feminist, as having a feminist articulation, and Masters herself can be described as
a feminist author.
8.3

Reflections on Olga Masters’ writing style

I have outlined how Masters explores the subjectivity of her women characters as
they are constructed linguistically, through her representation of their cultural
specificity, or engagement with social reality. This subjectivity is mediated through
the lens of Masters’ own historical and cultural specificity as a female writer, who
245

wants to tell stories that centre on women, reflect female desires, and point to her
times, and the issues and intellectual ideas of those times.
The starting point of the present thesis stemmed from the observation that most of
Masters’ writing focuses on women, their daily life, and their family and social
relations. However, the underlying intention of this thesis was to propose that
Masters’ narratives are complicated and characterised by density, ethical tension,
and irony. On one hand, Masters draws readers’ attention to a set of fictional
characters and their world. On the other hand, she creates characters who seem to
present analogies with people in life since they plunge readers into consideration of
understanding, emotions, and empathy. Critics have shown continued interest in this
alliance of artefact and realism in her stories. Don Anderson, for example, sees
Masters as a realist of the emotions and a realist of sleepy villages (30). Myfanwy
Gollan describes Masters’ work as “photographs that cry out to be put into a
context”, understanding Masters’ work as a snapshot of life which portrays
recognizable sections of society (75). Kate Grenville claims that Masters is not just a
documenter because Masters’ stories point towards a positive way to deal with our
frequently tragic human situations and explain everything in “the tone of mixed
wryness, understanding, and sympathy” (46).
I myself argue that her work draws upon careful observation of people and life over
many years and stored up knowledge of what goes on behind appearances. Masters
writes about the particularities of rural life, lonely people, devoted mothers, and
quiet communities, which makes her stories touching and believable. But, after
reading them, readers will find that under the surface of her ‘ordinary’ words about
‘ordinary’ things lie deeper issues of gender discrimination, social inequality, and
the controversial roles of women and men in family and society.
The linguistic analysis in this thesis has shown in a new way something of how
Masters’ stories are able to communicate: she puts down in the patterned actions
what happens outside in society to evoke internal emotions in her characters and
elicit understanding from readers. Masters’ stories indeed mention sympathetic
characters with “believable dialogue” (Webby 35) but it is not just that. It is not that
these characters are just a set of characters with a kind of random set of features and
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inner lives, rather they are put together by Masters through careful linguistic
strategies, as part of a design to explore female subjectivity. What makes Masters’
stories more than simple stories is the artistry used, and the idea that the linguistic
appearance of a literary text should bear ideas, attitudes, and other implications that
will be more powerful for not being explicitly expressed.
Readers and critics believe that her writing style came about as a result of her
experience as a journalist (see Janine Cohen). Explaining Masters’ straightforward
narratives, a staff reporter states that her skill follows the discipline of journalism
where ideally not a word or comma is wasted (“A Late Literary Flowering” 11). In
my interview with Chris Masters, when I asked whether his mother would have
changed her writing style if she had had more time to write, Chris suggested that it
would have matured but it would have matured in the same direction (my emphasis),
referring to Masters’ organic, straightforward style. Even Masters herself
commented in an interview with David Britton that there had been no changes to her
writing style from a journalist to a writer of fiction and especially when “writing for
the public, [she] had to write simply”7. Britton’s statement implies that Masters tried
to portray the reality of situations with the simplest and most concrete words without
undue comments. It also indicates that she was seeking to write in a manner that
corresponds to the way ordinary people would express themselves.
Masters’ stories are also well-known for being written in direct, declarative,
unadorned prose. This means that her style is called sensibly simple and in her work,
flowery descriptions of physical surroundings or characters’ emotions are deemed to
be unnecessary. All the surface sensations, the scenes, and the feelings are created
without her seeming to make an effort to do so.
Though not directly mentioning the importance of Hasan’s concept of symbolic
articulation in interpreting Masters’ texts, many critics compliment her for her
subtexts, claiming that in her stories she aims to move beyond mere recording of life.
Leonie Tyle, for example, states that Masters’ simple narratives convey more of her
stories in what she leaves unsaid than in the words that appear on the pages (6). I
argue that it is not right to claim that Masters’ simple and declarative style is born
7

The page number was chopped off during archival preservation as advised by the holding library.
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out of the simple extension of her journalistic register to the job of writing literary
prose. My linguistic and textual investigation of her writing has shown that Masters
was very purposeful and deliberate about why she wrote the way she wrote in ways
that are unlikely to characterise non-fictional writing, although an empirical
comparison of the two registers is beyond the scope of the present project. Her
stories might look simple, but they are not simple. Although Masters often presents
herself as a very ordinary person, I think this is in part a kind of disguise. Her prose
for all its apparent simplicity is actually very subtle and very carefully composed. I
also agree with Webby when she claims that Masters’ writing itself is not
experimental as the term is usually understood, but Masters work can be seen as a
kind of ‘thought experiment’ about women’s lives and the possibilities of
subjectivity (35).
Although there have been several criticisms of her lengthy narratives or slow and
rambling stories (Dutton) or simplicity of language, of event and plot (Halligan), I
argue that Masters manages to sustain a simple narrative style while at the same time
exploring the texture of language. As a concluding remark on Masters’ tidy language
and writing style ‘without ornament’ (Despoja 9), I quote Geordie Williamson’s
comment that Masters’ stories seem “so humble in conception, so soothing in
domestic scope, that their ferocity comes as a salutary shock” (127). Since the
linguistic representation of Masters’ characters has been investigated in this thesis, I
would claim that only some of the actual meaning is visible to the eye, whereas the
rest is concealed below the surface. The subtext or implicit message of her work
triggers the reader to read more and search more carefully for the small suggestions
and symbols to uncover even more of the message. Her writing style also leaves
great opportunity for various interpretations, thereby putting the reader to work and
keeping her stories alive. I would also borrow Thelma Forshaw’s words to praise
Masters’ style of writing: “One is surprised to find that very little actually happens,
and yet everything happens in Olga Masters’ supple, restless prose” (“Recent
Australian Fiction”140). Clearly, she manages to paint an entire portrait of life where
tone and meaning can be dependent on her ‘simple’ word choice.
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8.4

Main contributions of the thesis

The broad aim of this study has been to contribute knowledge and research to the
fields of literary studies and systemic functional linguistic studies.
First, the study has shown that the choice of linguistic forms in Masters’ literary
work is ‘artistically motivated’ in the stylistic sense – that is, the words and grammar
used are not merely the obvious choices that anyone would make to discuss the topic
at hand, but are motivated by the broader sociopolitical concerns that the work
addresses and co-ordinates to articulate its themes (see Halliday’s “Linguistic
Function and Literary Style”, Leech’s Style in Fiction, Hasan’s Linguistics,
Language, and Verbal Art). There are several ways in which a writer can use the
resources of a language to express the same experience or event in a text. In the
creative process, literary writers either consciously or unconsciously choose certain
linguistic items over others to represent an experience or event for stylistic effects. In
this research, the transitivity analysis has shown that the processes and participant
roles associated with characters are to a considerable extent influenced by point of
view, the situation and circumstances in which a character is set, and the attitude of
the narrator towards the character.
Second, the research adds a new empirical demonstration that the language of a
literary text is normally invested with ideologies that will help achieve the desired
effect of the writer. That is to say, a literary text is ideologically constituted to make
certain kinds of statements or convey meanings of particular social, cultural and
political values.
Third, the research responds to the challenge that Masters is an ‘ordinary’ writer of
‘ordinary’ stories about ‘ordinary’ people. The linguistic and textual investigation of
her work has actually demonstrated that Masters is a master of detail and simplicity
of tone. She manages to present a picture of life where the implicit and important
meanings can emerge through her organic and straightforward-looking writing style.
Through the use of that very plain style and the creation of plain rural characters,
particularly women, who struggle under the weight of social and familial pressures,
giving the reader a view of the injustice these characters face, Masters also manages
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to make a very direct emotional contact with the reader and to convince the reader of
the truth of what she is saying. Through linguistically analysing her texts, I hope to
have created a new way of looking at the writer herself and her work, one that
defeats the common criticism of Masters’ texts as the limited and ‘ordinary’ words
of an ‘ordinary’ writer.
Fourth, Masters’ work has been generally under-investigated and overlooked, most
especially in terms of academic responses. Thus, this research offers some insight
into a complementary method of studying, investigating and understanding Masters’
writing, and of understanding more about traditional and changing views of
femininity from the 1930s to the late 20th century in Australia, along with the values
and beliefs associated with this period.
To conclude, this research has outlined Masters’ distinctive style as a fiction writer,
the thematic and semibiographical references to be found in her work, the judicious
control of linguistic resources entailed in articulating her themes, and the cultural
and historical frameworks in which her stories are elaborated. More particularly, this
research has provided evidence that Masters’ stories communicate or ‘speak’ of
gendered experience, and they fictionalize it through representational, aesthetic,
informal, and stylistic markers.
Masters’ oeuvre, with its focus on the lives of women, their battle to reconcile
liberty, creativity, relationships and love, offers her unique view of female
experience and femininity. Such a view allows insights into the impact of sex and
gender on identity and agency. The present research has added to the body of
research on women writers, particularly on Olga Masters, and on female and
feminist authorship in contemporary fiction. It has interrogated how female
experience might be fictionalized; and has explored how women’s desires and values
have been made appreciable by Masters. This research therefore concludes that
Masters’ aesthetic view is not only feminist, but also female, and feminine.
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APPENDIX A - OLGA MASTERS’ STORIES FOR INVESTIGATION

“The	
  Little	
  Chest”	
  
(From A Long Time Dying, St Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 1985, pp.2833. Extract: pp.29-32 comprising 1089 words within 129 clauses)
One of the general stores in Cobargo was owned by Andy Colburn, who had brought his family
from Sydney in the mid-20s and had taken over a house in the main street. The front veranda was so
close to the street, the posts still bore the marks of bridle rains where farmers had tied their horses
when they rode to town when the place as first settled.
Andy had turned the front parlour into a shop selling whatever he could come by, and this
included some of the family’s furniture since the reduced space gave them a surplus.
A fine mahogany chest of drawers that had been Mrs Colburn’s mother’s was sold for three
pounds to a man named Schaefer who worked at the post office and occupied a house bought by
government for the married postal assistant.
The eldest Colburn girl, a schoolmate of the eldest Schaefer girl, came often to the Schaefer’s
house to play. She sometimes brought a younger sister, Elsie, who would invariably point to the chest
and said it had been theirs. The child, although only seven, wore an expression that said the chest had
no right in the Schaefer’s house, where it was set off with a doily and sepia picture of grandparents
taken on their wedding day.
“This part is the brown toffee and this part is creamy toffee”, Elsie said with large accusing eyes,
referring to the wood, for there was a smudging of a lighter colour at the edge of the drawers and
around the knobs. Elsie had loved the chest, and when it went had to be content with a butter box for
her clothes, one of four put together by Mr Colburn. The boxes had a curtain in front made by Mrs
Colburn, who silently mourned the loss of the chest too while she constantly tidied the children’s
clothes, for they jumbled everything together when they took a garment out.
Mrs Schaefer thought about moving the chest from the end of the hall to somewhere less
conspicuous, where a door could shut it away from view. But it fitted beautifully between the parlour
and the kitchen doors and was the first thing you saw when you opened the front door. It was a centre
piece for the whole house.
Mrs Schaefer thought about banning the little Colburn girl from the house. But this gave rise to
complications, for the Schaefers were Methodists like the Colburns, and Mrs Colburn took a Sunday
school class with the Schaefers in it. It was feasible that they might be deprived, not so much of
religious instruction, but bounty at the annual Sunday school picnic, if dissension arose between the
two families.
So the little chest stayed where it was and little Elsie Colburn continued to rush for it when she
went to the Schaefers, and sometimes put her arms around one end and lay her face on the top.
“I’ll box her ears, I really will, if she keeps this up” Mrs Schaefer said. Mr Schaefer, picking his
teeth after dinner, said the solution was a simple one.
“Give her a good kick up the arse,” he said. He was a fattish man, only thirty, with four children
already. He had a big face with a poor complexion and thicky sandy hair. He was known as Sandy
Schaefer, rather than Keith, his given name.
Mrs Schaefer was a very particular housekeeper, sweeping and scrubbing and shining her house,
washing curtains when they showed the slightest sign of soiling, and she was fanatical about cleaning
windows. When they moved to the house, the first thing Mrs Schaefer looked for was the height of
the windows from the ground. When she found she could reach the highest with the help of a
carpenter’s tool, she was overjoyed on two counts. She was in control of the windows and she could
keep them scrupulously clean, and she had insisted on the tool’s going with the furniture, although
Keith (she did not call him Sandy) had wanted it tossed in with the rubbish they had left in the corner
of the yard in the old place for the succeeding postal assistant to deal with.
Sandy was not a man to work around the place, with the excuse that it wasn’t his own. He liked
playing sport, and belonged to the local tennis and cricket clubs. He helped organize the football,
since he was not fit enough to be on the team, and he went fishing and shooting when farmers invited
him.
Mrs Schaefer was left at home with the children, and would often, on a Saturday afternoon, fill a
large dish with hot soapy water and wash every piece of good china and glass she possessed, although
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none of it had been used since its last washing. Another of her Saturday jobs was to polish the little
chest. She took everything out and removed the three long drawers and two smaller ones at the top,
and polished each individually, with particular attention to the wooden knobs, using a cloth stretched
between her hands to give them such a lustre, they were eight little lamps gleaming in the dark
shadows at the end of the hall.
Elsie Colburn or no Elsie Colburn, Mrs Schaefer thought when she was finished, there was no
other place for the chest but there.
There was another fairly regular Saturday afternoon activity for Mrs Schaefer. Providing the glass
and china were washed and stacked on clean, fresh paper in cupboards, the house was without dust,
and of course the little chest shined, she put the smallest Schaefer in the pram, and with another
clinging to the side ready to go in when his legs grew tired, and with two more straggling behind, she
would join the crowd of spectators at the tennis court.
She kept a fairly frugal table at home and avoided as far as possible contributing to the fare for
afternoon tea at the tennis. Cooking messed up her stove and kitchen table, and she would rather
spend money on sandsoap and washing tablets than on butter and sugar.
Most Cobargo knew this, and on this particular Saturday afternoon she arrived at the court right on
afternoon tea time. Foolishly and fruitlessly she slowed her steps to a creep to try and encouraged the
children, round eyed at the sight of food, to hold back too.
Sandy was playing at the end of the court near the wire gate that let his family in, and was losing
his match.
“You bring any tucker?” he asked, giving a ball a great whack to send it down for the server.
Mrs Schaefer shook her head.
“A pity you can’t eat soap and drink turpentine, then we’d live like fighting cocks!” Schaefer said.
There was a titter from the tennis shed and those who gossiped freely about Mrs Schaefer’s
domestic habits blushed in their guilt. Now that it was openly acknowledged by he who should know
best, they wanted to rush to Mrs Schaefer’s defence.
One of the women players in a tennis dress that showed knees like large uncooked buns held up a
plate of scones.
“A scone for the little ones?” she called out. The small Schaefer nodded with shining eyes, which
they averted from the mounds of cakes they preferred.
Sandy, his match over, came off the court and took a seat opposite his family, Mrs Schaefer
having sat gingerly on the edge of the plank near the exposed end of the shed, as if this showed she
was not there to eat.
“One tea for me, Dalph,” Sandy said to the young woman piling a plate with sandwiches and a
variety of cakes obviously intended for him.
“After all those rallies only tea!” cried the scone-bearing woman, halted on her way to the line up
of Schaefer children. (Sandy had lost nearly all rallies.)
“We had dinner,” he said, his pale blue eyes in fiery rims fixed on his family. Then he stood, and
gathering up the balls near his feet, slogged them hard with his racquet to the service end of the court.
“Whiting and beeswax and washing blue, but it was dinner!” he said, the fury of the flying balls
emphasizing his words.
The older Schaefer children, wriggling to crush their backs against the wall, asked with their eyes
that no one believe this. But they felt a dryness in their mouths like the powdery taste of whiting.
Schaefer swallowed his tea, for it had cooled quickly in the wintry air, and set his cup down on
one of the folding card tables holding the food and tea, making it shove other plates and cups aside for
a space. They rattled angrily in reply. His children watched in fascination while he pushed towards
the centre of the table a fat, uncut sponge cake and fussily wiped his fingers clean of the cream they
would have gladly licked. The woman with the scones screwed herself until her back was to the
Schaefer children. She put the scones down, frowning, and found something else to do.
Little Elsie Colburn looked on in pain. She saw Mrs Schaefer’s face was very red, showing her
tears up more. The two older Schaefer children, both girls, left their mother’s side and went and stood
backs pressed to the outside of the wall out of everyone’s sight. The wind whipped their skirts around
their thighs and made their eyes water too.
Jack Hines, the president of the club, brought his hands together like a chap of baby thunder.
“We should get the doubles going!” he said.
“We should eat!” said his wife Hilda. “For goodness sake!” She took up plates of food to pass
them around. Sandy moved his feet and his body with his eyes on the court, to allow her to offer the
food to a knot of shy players from the opposing team clustered around the net post.
Elsie Colburn, under cover of her mother preparing to go on the court, slipped into the place the
Schaefer girls left beside their mother.
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She went with Mrs Schaefer and the children just after the doubles started.
The children walked crushed shoes to the pram and Mrs Schaefer cried openly, with tears running
under the neck of her dress.
Inside the house Elsie flew around, bringing a clean napkin for Mrs Schaefer to change the baby
on the kitchen table, and then snapping kindling wood into little pieces to help Mrs Schaefer get the
stove fire going.
Mrs Schaefer mopped her face on the dry part of the baby’s soiled napkin and that was the end of
her crying.
Elsie did not go near the little chest.
And hardly ever did as long as the Schaefers were in Cobargo.
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“The	
  Done	
  Thing”	
  
(From The Home Girls, St Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 1982, pp. 49-63.
Extracts: p.49 comprising 249 words within 41 clauses; pp.53-55 comprising 658
words within 126 clauses; pp.57-58 comprising 116 words within 21 clauses.)
She opened the refrigerator door and said to the inside of it: “We should visit them.”
Turning around with the milk she looked at the back of his neck as if it would answer her.
She thought it drooped with eyes down.
She took her place at the table not looking into his face but pulling her scrambled eggs to her.
When the kettle boiled she turned to the stove to attend to it and it was his turn to study the back
of her neck.
Her thick hair was combed upwards into a bun but a few strands escaped and trailed onto her
collar without taking anything from her air of neatness.
He saw her shoulders move when she poured water into the teapot and glimpsed her profile.
How strong she is, he thought.
I wish I were strong like her.
When she was sitting down again he said: “Couldn’t we ask them to come here?”
He looked around the kitchen which she seemed always to be adding to. One corner was filled
with a string of baskets starting near the ceiling. They were like big straw pockets filled with her
recipe books, tea towels and the bottom two with vegetables. Dried ferns sprouted uselessly from an
old pottery jug which had the cracked part turned to the wall, and she had painted over an oldfashioned washing board, her latest find, and hung it to use as a notice board on which she pinned
messages to herself or him, recipes and household hints.
Perhaps this sort of thing wasn’t their taste. No, it was better to see their place first.
Her face tightened.
“You don’t do it that way,” she said not as mildly as she usually did when he made similar
blunders.
Yes it was he who had gone to a good boarding school and then to University to take a science
degree, and she who had left State school at sixteen and became a typist.
She was working in the city headquarters of the Forestry Commission when she met him.
Six months ago the Commission appointed him to work from a small office in this small timber
town providing a cottage on the outskirts, the first you came upon to suggest the huddle of cottages
and shops half a mile on.
She liked the place the minute she saw it, particularly the view of the hills and the sweep of pine
forests which never seemed to excite the locals who owned or worked in the two general stores, the
bakery, butcher’s, two banks, newsagents, post office, two timber mills or had small dairy farms or
larger cattle runs.
The school and schoolhouse were at the other end of the town, set apart like the forestry cottage
perhaps to suggest transients were people a little apart from the locals.
There were churches but no resident ministers.
Louisa did her shopping quickly and efficiently and came back to sit with her crochet – she had
made their bedspread and was at work on one for the spare room – looking at the hills where the
clouds sometimes gathered above a tall peak.
“Like a bride taking off her wedding veil,” she said once to herself.
She wrote a lot of long letters, the replies brought home by her husband because all their mail
went to the Forestry office in the absence of the mailman.
She rebuilt the garden keeping one of the tanks for garden water and buying potted cuttings from
the street stalls that seemed to be held every Friday by one or another of the numerous local charities.
“You should join in with us,” said one of the stallholders once glancing at her middle flat under
her camel coloured skirt.
“When she settles down,” said the other stallholder whose eyes were kind in her ruddy farmer’s
face.
It was Jim who learned that his former fiancée had come to live with or rather near the little town.
“You wouldn’t guess who I saw today,” he said coming into the kitchen one evening where the
smell of quinces lingered. She had lined up her jars of pale pink jelly on a bench top so full of
pleasure in her handiwork she could not bear to put them away in a cupboard just yet.
She waited for him to tell her.
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“Annie,” he said.
“Really?” she said.
He went into the bedroom to hang up his coat and she waited for him to come back.
“Passing through?” she said as he went by into the scullery off the kitchen which they used to
wash their hands because of the old-fashioned bathroom was off the back veranda.
She liked it though after the city home she was reared in with a white tiled sterile bathroom and
toilet near the bedrooms.
“No,” he said taking his place at the table.
“She’s living here.”
“Married?” she said.
“They bought the farm Craggy Hills had for sale,” he said by way of saying she was, and slipping
easily into local jargon in a way she had not yet acquired.
He ate some of his dinner before he told more.
“It was funny,” he said. “But I was driving past the farm a week ago and I started to think about
her. I’d just glimpsed these two going up the drive from the front gate. They had their backs to me
and I started to think about her. I must have recognized her unconsciously.”
“Yes, you must have,” she said dryly.
If the subject had been a different one he might have laughed his there-I-go-again laugh but this
time he picked up a piece of bread she had taken to making lately. His face had reddened.
“How was your day?” he said after a while.
“Ok. A Mrs Henning or Hanning rang and asked for something for a church street stall. How do
they know I’m C of E?”
“They know everything,” he said.
She took one of her jars of quince jelly – after a couple of days she could bear to part with it – and
a crochet cushion cover and was delivering them to the stall and receiving effusive thanks when she
saw a woman she knew to be Annie coming out of the bakery.
She was smallish, slim and quick and she got into a truck and drove off.
A week later Louisa was shopping late on a Friday – the little town kept a custom from early days
of its settlement and stayed open till eight o’clock on Friday evening – and went to Jim’s office to go
home with him.
Annie and a man, her husband obviously, were standing under the roof that extended over the
footpath outside the office. Jim had his back to them locking the door. Louisa was on the other side
and they unconsciously made a foursome.
Jim came down the two steps.
“Hullo, Annie,” he said.
She raised her small face framed with fair hair under a woollen cap. The evening was grey with a
mist of rain.
“Peter my husband,” Annie said.
“Jim Taylor.”
My God, he’s not going to introduce me, Louisa thought.
It was Peter who smiled at her. “Mrs Taylor,” he said “Annie, my wife.”
“Louisa,” Jim murmured almost as an afterthought.
There was a silence only as long as an intake of breath.
“We could go for a drink,” Peter said inclining his head toward to the hotel next door but one from
the Forestry office.
“Peter, the baby!” Annie cried almost scandalized.
“Yes, yes! I forgot,” he said.
Forget the baby? Said the quick frown from Annie’s face.
“Bye, bye,” they said together and made for their truck and obviously their baby.
Louisa saw Annie the following week on the other side of the street in the town. Louisa stood still
with her parcels and smiled and Annie hesitated at the door of the truck. A big timber lorry rumbled
slowly between them and when it passed Annie was backing the truck with her chin lifted and her
eyes on the rear window.
Louisa walked half a mile to her house glad to see its friendly winking windows and surprised she
got there so quickly.
She filled in the afternoon weeding the earth around her tomatoes, rubbing vaseline into her
summer shoes and putting them away in tissue paper and reading for a while in the sun on the front
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verandah wondering through her distraction why she left a vague depression and seeing from time to
time the lift of Annie’s chin as she backed the truck.
“I must learn to drive,” Louisa said aloud as she often did when alone.
It was a couple of days after that during breakfast she said they should go and visit Annie and
Peter.
“What is their name?” she said.
“Pomfrey,” he said and she wondered briefly how he found out.
“Did you know him at all?” Louisa asked.
“No,” he said.
“Well, we should go and visit them,” she said.
“Do you read all these things in books?” he said.
“People know by instinct what to do,” she said and felt she almost disliked him.
“We were here first and they have come and don’t know anyone,” she said after a little silence.
“We call on them and take something.”
Her eyes strayed to her kitchen shelves lined with bottles of preserves, deciding whether to take
her peaches which were the more successful or her apricots which she could have cooked a little
longer.
She put the apricots with four tomatoes in varying shades of ripeness into a basket the next
afternoon which was a Saturday.
Then she added a loaf of her bread changing it for a larger one, and then a smaller one and finally
going back to the one she chose first.
He glanced into the basket when he came into the kitchen in a pullover she had knitted him.
“This all right?” he said indicating his pullover and pants.
“This all right?” she said half humorously indicating the basket.
“You would know” he said.
When they were nearly there he said: “They mightn’t be home,” but she couldn’t tell him from his
profile whether he hoped they wouldn’t be.
They were. Standing on their steps they appeared to be deciding what they could do with the front
garden neglected for years by Craggy Hills.
“This is really nice of you,” Peter said coming down to meet them.
He tipped the basket to show Annie as if urging her to enthusiasm.
Annie had a nice wide smile that transformed her small face.
Louisa felt her own face was too big, in spite of the thick fringe she wore to shorten it.
“Come on in, come on in,” said Peter.
He is doing all the hosting, Louisa thought. We’ll leave very soon. But they stayed and ate the
dinner with them.
Annie put the apricots out in a dish and Louisa wished she had brought the peaches.
“We like them chewy,” Louisa said. “I hope you do too.”
“They’ll be lovely,” Anne said. “We mean to grow fruit.”
She glanced through the funny little window to see Peter and Jim making their way back after an
hour’s absence.
“Here they come,” Louisa said with relief.
The two pairs of eyes watched them.
“One saves the trees and the other cuts them down,” Louisa said laughingly.
Annie wasn’t amused. “Peter won’t cut anything down that should be saved,” she said going to
pick up the baby and taking him to the window to see his father.
“See Daddy coming?” she said making Louisa feel even more foolish because she was a stranger
to babies.
She thought the child unattractive with large very red cheeks. It amazed her further that the
parents considered this a redeeming feature and pointed them out in case Louisa and Jim didn’t notice
which appeared an impossibility.
Even now Annie couldn’t resist plucking one of the cheeks.
“Old Poppy Cheeks,” he said.
Oh God, we’re going to be here for hours yet, Louisa thought gazing at the table.
The men came in, Louisa looked up expecting an apology but their faces wore a short of self
congratulatory look for leaving the women together.
“This is nice,” said Peter seeing the table set.
They ate some canned soup, a salad with ham from a tin and the apricots with cream.
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My bread is the best part of the meal, Louisa thought and began a menu to serve them when the
visit was returned.
I’ll show her, she thought watching Peter eat the uninspiring salad with obvious relish.
They were more than half way home before they spoke. He is waiting for me to say something
about them (her) she thought.
Out of habit because it was always she who started a conversation no matter what the occasion,
she fished around in her mind for something to say.
Then she thought: By hell, I won’t mention them! I won’t say anything at all about them!
She glanced out of the car window passing a cottage near the road with a side wall thickly crusted
with a kind of ivy studded with small creamy flowers.
“See that!” she said and he jerked with the suddenness of her speech.
“It’s gone now, but it was a climbing plant. I’ll get some slips of it from somewhere and plant it
by garage to cover that ugly side near the house.”
He drove a way before answering.
“You’re the gardener,” he said.
It became easier and easier as the evening ended not to talk about the visit or Annie and Peter.
“Do you want coffee?” she said when she was in her dressing gown and he had finished listening
to a news commentary on the radio.
To herself she said: “It will be better than the stuff they gave us.”
She made the coffee as she usually did stirring a little cream in at the end and dusting it lightly
with cinnamon.
“Soon be time to light a fire,” she said.
“I’m dying to try out the fire place.”
They have one too, she thought and saw in her mind the child sitting looking at it from the floor
with its big red cheeks getting redder.
I wonder what he thought of the baby, she thought.
She stood up sharply and rinsed her cup at the sink.
“Do you have anything planned for tomorrow?” she asked.
In the silence before he answered she wondered if, a free agent that he was in his job, he would
drop in on them without mentioning it.
Before she fell asleep she thought: The whole night passed without a word about them.
Remarkable.
Even more remarkable was the weeks that passed after that without a word about them.
By then Louisa had put them quite a distance from her mind and ceased to look out for the truck
when shopping in town.
On a sunny, windy Wednesday she went off to post four letters she had written that morning.
They were long owed and she had written at length with some of her phrases still going round and
round in her mind. Frosts are beginning to breathe on us, she wrote to Aunt Cissie. Little knife blades
are coming up in the lawn. I can’t wait to see what prize will be spiked on the end.
Aunt Cissie would enjoy that. Louisa saw her showing the letter around and saying that Louisa
had a way with words.
“It’s her way of describing her bulbs coming out,” Aunt Cissie would say.
Louisa in her oldish overcoat with the belt swinging ran up the Post Office steps and stopped dead
when she came face to face with Annie standing near the post boxes.
Annie in a peaked tweed cap, thick sweater and nicely cut brown trousers had a large manila
envelope in one hand and her child held on her hip by the other.
Louisa saw the address on the envelope. The Department of External Studies, University of ---.
The baby’s legs covered the remainder but Louisa guessed it be the University west of the range
about two hundred miles off.
Something for him, she thought. No it was a feminine hand, almost certainly Annie’s.
“Hullo, Poppy Cheeks,” she said to the baby. Annie looked pleased, the baby moved its legs and
Louisa got another looked at the envelope.
The address of the sender in the top corner was Mrs Annie Pomfrey.
She was at University when she was engaged to Jim, Louisa remembered. She left when they
broke it off.
Now she is studying again.
Both women continued to look at the baby as if he were the only subject they had in common.
“He loves an outing,” Annie said.
The baby jigged as if in agreement and Annie laughed with pride as if here was further proof of
his brightness.
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“We must have you over,” Louisa said after a moment realizing it must be said.
“Thank you,” Annie said, hitching the child perhaps to say he was heavy and she wasn’t going to
stay there too long.
She turned to slip her letter into the post box and Louisa went into the office to buy her stamps.
I should have said goodbye or something, Louisa worried when the porch was empty of the two of
them on her way out.
Even the truck was gone from the main street and Louisa felt a strange rejection as if Annie had
short cut her stay in the town to be rid of her.
She fought an urge that night at dinner to bring up the subject of the Pomfreys.
I have held out this long why spoil it now, she thought wondering what there was to spoil.
She watched Jim eating his dessert noticing when his spoon cut deep into it how perfect was the
layer of the cake, jam, more cake and custard topping.
“Very nice indeed,” he said when he put his plate aside.
Pleased she got up and made up a plate full of cheese and crackers.
He went ahead of her into the living room and she carried in the coffee and set the tray on a table
between their two big chairs. A lamp was on and the room looked homely and intimate with
floorboards polished to a high shine under her scatter rugs, pottery jugs filled with berries and dried
leaves, several small tables, the old-fashioned chiffonier and pictures grouped in the walls. Nothing
expensive but tasteful and with an invitation to relax. She did, sipping her coffee and running her eyes
over her possessions, resting them on the bookcases with books tightly packed on the shelves. Two
were out, sitting on the cabinet below the shelves. Did she not put them back when she was dusting
it?
She stared obeying an impulse not to get up.
After a while she could read the titles.
A volume of Sheridan’s plays and The History of Greece. A feeling washed over her. She looked
at him but he was innocently reading the newspaper, a morning one printed in Sydney but not
reaching the little town until late afternoon.
He folded a part he had read and put it aside.
“I read the paper more thoroughly now I don’t see it till night,” he said.
She did not speak.
“I’ve finished with the news part,” he said.
She finished her coffee and went to the kitchen.
He is happier now, happier then he was before she thought looking around the kitchen trying to
draw comfort from it but it seemed to recede from her. She filled the sink with hot water to wash up.
“Like some help?” he called out as he usually did.
“I’m Ok,” she said, keeping her answer as brief as possible.
She always washed the dinner set herself, not trusting anyone else to handle the treasured pieces.
She got into the nightwear soon after that and only went once into the living room to collect his
coffee cup and the tray.
“An early night?” he said seeing her in her gown over the edge of his paper.
He’s become quite talkative, she thought in bed with the paper not so much to read but to coax on
sleep.
The books were still there next morning after he had gone to work.
Just before he was due home for dinner she put them back, closing the glass doors and rubbing her
duster around the wood.
She stared the lock thinking of taking the key away, aware that she was not the kind of person to
lose keys.
“Don’t be foolish,” she said going into the kitchen.
The books stayed in their place the next day and the day after.
After the weekend they were still there.
I must suggest going somewhere for a weekend or joining a group she told herself as if she were
fighting some sort of nervous disorder.
A few days later she was in the kitchen wiping out the refrigerator when Peter appeared in the
doorway in his farmer’s overalls clasping a large pumpkin to his stomach.
“Goodness! Hullo!” she said opening the screen door to let him in.
The pumpkin wobbled to stillness on the kitchen table.
“For me?” she said “All of that?”
Without being asked he sat on the edge of one of the kitchen chairs with their tied-on-frilled check
cushions.
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She laid a hand on the grey-blue skin of the pumpkin as she might have touched a beautiful fur
wrap.
“Pumpkin pie, pumpkin soup, pumpkin scones! And I’ll preserve some,” she said.
“Bottled pumpkin?” she said looking at her shelves of preserves.
She took a knife from a drawer and when she went to cut it he got up and took the knife from her
and slapped it through the skin cracking the pumpkin open as if it were some great nut.
The flesh was a deep rich orange running to meet the skin.
Wordlessly they stood admiring.
“Cut a wedge,” she said indicating where.
He did swiftly and cleanly and she took the piece to the sink.
“I’ll make some scones now,” she said.
While she peeled the pumpkin she half-turned to continue talking to him.
She switched on the small electronic cooker which she used only in emergencies, cooking most of
the time on the wood stove.
“This is an emergency,” she said to herself.
“This is nice,” he said lifting his head and looking around the kitchen.
She thought of their place, the toys on the living room floor, the end of the dining room table
cluttered and the bench near the sink piled with dishes, washed and unwashed. Wherever you looked
there seemed to be the child’s clothes.
She put the lid on the saucepan and wiped her hands.
“Come and see the rest of it,” she said.
“Oh, my,” he said looking with admiration around the living room standing in the doorway. When
she turned and went into the bedroom he followed.
The bed was one she had bought at an auction sale of dark wood she had polished to a soft, warm
lustre. He went to it and put a hand in some carving at the foot, smoothing the edge and glancing at
the matching inlet on the other side.
“Perfect,” he said. “Perfect.”
He looked around at the dressing table with her things laid on it and past the high wardrobe to a
small window near the ceiling.
He stared long at the frilled white curtains and she did not think it necessary to tell him she had
made them.
“I threw out the old linoleum,” she said tapping the floor with her shoe. She had stained the boards
and laid a beige-coloured rug near the bed.
Going out and crossing the front verandah he followed her.
She told him what she planned to do with the garden which ran steeply to the road. How she
would plant ferns and vines and flowering cactus for colour in the summer and to hold the earth from
slipping to the door way.
“I’ll work it all round these rocks,” she said, walking with him over them, emerging now from a
mass of uncontrolled growth. As she spoke she bent and pulled at some grass ripping it away to show
more rock. He bent and pulled it with her and she straightened holding the long loop of root against
her skirt as if it were a bridal bouquet.
They looked down on the truck, its nose pointing to the town.
He started to move to the path leading to the road, head down and hands in his overall pockets.
Come in for a scone on your way home, she called silently to the back of his neck.
He turned his face.
“I’ll call in on my way back for one of those scones” he said.
She ran up to the house.
Oh lovely verandah, lovely old chair she said to herself passing them and hearing the tiny
bubbling sound of pumpkin cooking. I really need to see more people, she thought tipping flour into a
bowl. I’ll ask him for some suggestions.
What did he do before the farming? she thought, seeing his hands again. That little scar near his
ear. How did he get it? Oh, stop it, stop it, she said to herself slapping the dough harder than she
should.
He did not call in on his way home.
She turned the scones from their tray and threw a tea towel over them and wet and sat with her
book on the verandah surreptitiously to watch for him.
When she went to the mirror later in the afternoon to do her hair she saw her sad eyes and her
vacant face.
“Oh, this blasted long face!” she said as if it were to blame and snatching the brush to fluff up her
fringe.
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Next day he telephoned. She thought about such an event but never expected it knowing them to
be still waiting for a phone to be connected.
He rang from the telephone booth at the Post Office.
“I didn’t call in,” he said.
“You were short in time,” she said knowing by the silence following this was not true.
“How were the scones?” he said.
“Nice and light, a good colour.”
She heard the noise of a big truck rumbling through the town.
“I rang to say sorry I didn’t call,” he said.
“That’s Ok,” she said. “Good bye.”
She ran to the mirror and looked at her face.
“It’s not too long after all,” she said, brushing the pieces of hair she had trained over her ears and
turning her face to admire her jawline.
She lowered her eyes and tipped back her head the way Annie had done in the truck that day.
She darted out of the room smiling.
Next evening carrying the tray of coffee into the living room the books were out sitting on the
cabinet again.
She stared at them standing by the table and Jim lifted his eyes from his paper to follow her gaze.
“Those books,” she said, “I thought I put them back on the shelves.”
He slapped his paper, not too hard.
“You’re too damn fussy,” he said. “A couple of books out of a shelf!”
She sat and took up her coffee.
She sipped it, seeing Peter in the doorway looking with loving eyes on the room.
“Some people like order,” she said.
“I for one.”
Him too, she thought laying the china cup on its saucer wondering if he would like the shape and
pattern and when she could serve him coffee in it.
Jim in his chair saw her soft and happy face and felt contrite.
“I’m loaning those books to Annie Pomfrey,” he said.
“That’s nice,” she said.
“She’s studying by correspondence.”
“She seems clever,” she said.
She is so serene, he thought. Look at her hands, her beautiful hands. She never has to study, she
does everything naturally. I’ve been so lucky.
He put down his cup and looked into the fire she had made with wood she had bought from the
bush.
“It’s a lovely fire,” he said.
“Yes,” she said staring dreamily into it.
He looked around the room.
“We’ll have them over, don’t you think?”
She smiled softly, beautifully, without looking at him.
“I think I can bear it,” she said.

275

“The	
  Snake	
  and	
  Bad	
  Tom”	
  
(From The Home Girls, St Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 1982, pp.107-12.
Extracts: pp 107-108 comprising 99 words within 41 clauses; p. 109 comprising 248
words within 49 clauses; pp.110-112 comprising 875 words within 161 clauses.
Total 1222 words within 251 clauses)
Mother and the five children were around the table for midday dinner one Saturday in the spring
of 1930.
Mother had passed out the plates of potato and pumpkin and corned beef except Father’s, and the
children anxious to start kept looking at the kitchen door.
“Now everyone behave when Father comes,” Mother said, her dull blue eyes skimming over them
all without resting on anyone, even Tom.
But the children’s eyes, from twelve year old Fred to Rosie the baby swung towards Tom next in
age to Fred. Tom lifted a shoulder and rubbed it around his ear.
“Tom’s doing it, Mother,” said Letty.
Mother was about to tell Tom not to, because the habit irritated Father, and Lord knows what it
might lead to when the door opened and Father was there.
“There you are, Lou,” said Mother bustling to the old black stove and taking his dinner from the
top of a saucepan she set it in his place.
Father hooked his old tweed cap on the back of his chair and fixed his eyes on Rosie, who was in
her highchair with her head tipped back and her blue eyes glittering with the brilliance of her smile
for him that showed every one of her pearly teeth.
“That cheeky one will get a hiding before the day is out,” said Father sitting down.
Fred, Letty and Grace laughed because it was nice to laugh when Father joked and the idea of
Father’s favourite, beautiful innocent four year old Rosie being belted with the leather strap was quite
laughable.
Mother sent a small smile Father’s way thanking him for his good humour. Tom was opposite
Father and Father fixed his brown eyes suddenly gone hard on him, because, Tom, lifting a shoulder
again and rubbing it around his ear, hadn’t laughed.
Tom had stolen a look at the strap hanging behind the kitchen door. It surprised him the way
things were always being lost in and around the house but the strap, long and broad and shining and
curled a little at one end, never strayed from its nail except when it was flaying the air and marking
the children’s legs, nearly always Tom’s, with pink and purple stripes.
Tom left his legs prickle at the sight of it. The old clock on the dresser with a stain in its face
where Mother had poured separator oil into the works to get it going showed one o’clock. Tom
dropped his knife and folk and counted on his fingers under the table. Two, three, four and up to eight
o’clock when everyone was sent to bed.
Could he stay out of trouble that long? There were once ten Saturday days in a row when Tom got
a hiding. As soon as Saturday dawned the topic was whether Tom would get a hiding before the day
was out. Tom ashamed and fearful would lift his shoulder to his ear and wish for the time to race
away as fast as Henry the cattle dog fled for the safety of the corn paddock from Father’s blucher
boot.
Tom was wishing that now, counting carefully with both hands from one to eight. He was slow at
school, in the same class with Letty two years younger, so it took him a long time. Father saw Tom’s
lips moving and not without pumpkin or potato behind them. Rancour rose inside Father churning at
his innards and making him stand his knife and folk upright beside his place with a noise like bullets
from a double barrelled gun. The young whelp! The dingo! Neglecting food slaved for under the shot
gun and orders barked out by old Jack Reilly on whose farm Father did labouring work because his
own place couldn’t keep the seven of them. Seven! My God, he should be free to go to Yulong races
this afternoon with money in his pocket and an oyster coloured felt hat, a white shirt and a red tie. He
clenched his jaws on the tough meat and snapped his head back, eyes with the whites showing fixed
on Tom.
“You!” he yelled and everyone jumped. “You! Eat up! Eat up or I’ll skin the hide off you! I’ll beat
you raw as a skinned wallaby! S-s-s-s-s-- -- “ When angry Father made a hissing noise under his
tongue that was more ominous than a volume of words. Knives and forks now clattered vigorously on
the plates.
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“Eat up, everyone,” said Mother hoping to pull Father’s eyes away from Tom.
“Everyone is eating up except Tom,” Grace said looking at Father for approval.
Father held Tom’s mesmerized eyes. “Up straight in your chair!”
Tom took up his knife and fork and glanced down at the wooden bench he shared with Fred and
Grace.
“It’s not a chair,” he said “It’s a stool.”
Even to his own ears the words sounded not his own. They were his thoughts and they had rushed
from him like air from a blown balloon pricked with a pin. Perhaps he only thought he said them. He
looked around the table and saw by the shocked faces that he had. Then he saw Father, who was long
and lean and sinewy, grow longer as he reared up above the table. Tom scarcely ever thought of more
than one thing at once. Now he only thought how much Father reminded him of a brown snake.
Father dropped his knife with a terrible clatter and seized Tom by his old cambric shirt. There was
the noise of tearing.
“Oh, Lou!” Mother cried with a little moan. “Don’t Lou!”
“Don’t Lou!” said Father mocking her. “Won’t Lou! I’ll him!”
Father had risen from his chair and it fell backwards onto the floor.
“I’ll pick up Father’s chair,” said Letty looking at everyone and anticipating their envy because
she thought of it first.
“I’ll get the strap,” said Grace feeling she had gone one better.
Father let go Tom’s shirt but held onto him with his eyes, his body hooped over the enamel milk
jug and the tin plate of bread.
Tom saw Father’s red neck running down inside his unbuttoned grey flannel. He’s like a red
bellied snake. Tom thought and the corner of his mouth twitched.
“Oooh, ahh,” cried Letty aghast. “Tom’s grinning!”
She was on one side of Father having put the chair upright. Grace was on the other side holding
out the strap. The only sound was the busy ticking of the clock.
Rosie spoke first “I love Tom!” she cried.
Eyes swung to Rosie and breaths were let out in shocked gasps.
The words had rushed from the small, sweet, red mouth the way Tom’s words had. Rosie too
seemed shocked at herself and looked around the table, pressing the spoon to her mouth as if to hold
back more.
Eyes flew to father. What would happen now? But Father still held Tom by the eyes, one hand
groping in the air for the strap.
“Here it is, Father,” said Grace and Letty moved Father’s chair to make it easier for him to make
his way around the table.
“Finish up your dinner first Lou, while it’s hot” Mother urged.
Father began to lower himself slowly towards his chair.
He’s going back into his hole, Tom thought and his mouth twitched again.
Eyes were on Tom so no one could shriek a warning when father lowered himself past his chair
and hit the floor with a thud.
“Oh, Lou!” Mother cried out. “Lou, are you hurt?”
“Poor Father!” cried Letty, anxious to shift any blame from herself.
“It’s all Tom’s fault!”
Mother helped Father up, pressing him into his chair deliberately cutting off his vision of Tom. If
Mother’s back could have spoken it would have said Run Tom, run. Go for your life.
If he hits you now he might kill you. Run, run. Please run.
“Finish up your diner first Lou,” Mother said.
Father said with the strap across his lap.
Suddenly Rosie cried out , “Don’t hit Tom!”
Oh my goodness, said the breaths jerking from Mother, Grace, Letty and Red. Father would hear
this time!
Father did. His head snapped back as he reared up. He swung the strap around the table like a
stockwhip, flicking Rosie’s cheek and missing Fred who was skilful at ducking. The strap wrapped
itself with stinging force around Tom’s neck. Without a sound he leaped from the stool, sailed across
the corner of the table and out through the kitchen door leaving it swinging behind him. Even before
Rosie started to scream they heard the rustling of the corn as Tom fled through it.
“Oooh, aah,” cried Letty and Grace scuttling back to their places on either side of the shrieking
Rosie.
Rosie had flung her head over the back of her chair.
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Her eyes were screwed tight and tears ran down her face over three cornered while mark rapidly
cutting into the pink of her cheek.
“Fred should go after Tom, shouldn't he Father?” Letty shouted above the noise.
“Father only meant to hit Tom, didn’t you Father?” shouted Grace.
Father took up his knife and fork again.
This uncaring gesture caused Rosie to shriek louder.
Father cut savagely into his meat. Rosie leaned towards Grace for comfort but Grace frightened at
Father’s profile jerked away from her. The pitch of Rosie’s scream increased. Mother got up and
filled the teapot at the stove.
“Your tea’s coming Lou,” she shouted.
The cruelly unloved Rosie stretched both arms across the tray of her highchair. Father dropped his
knife and fork, seized the strap and slapped it hard across her arms.
She bellowed now like a young calf and flung the wounded arms towards Fred. But Fred pulled
himself away from her and made chewing motions without swallowing, keeping his eyes on his plate.
“Take her outside,” said Mother to Letty and Grace.
Grace lifted a stiffened Rosie from her chair and bore her out with Letty trotting alongside.
Rosie’s arms now marked identically to her cheek, stretched piteously over Grace’s shoulder towards
Mother.
“Go after that animal,” said Father to Fred. “And bring him back for me to belt the daylights out
of him.”
“Yes, Father, “ said Fred and left the table. He began to run before he reached the kitchen door.
Father’s eyes bored into Mother’s plate with so little of her food eaten. She began at once sawing
into her meat.
“I baked a batch of brownies this morning, Lou,” she said. “I’ll get you one while they’re all
away.”
But Letty and Grace were in the doorway, Rosie in Grace’s arms Rosie’s hair was damp with
sweat, her face scarlet. Hiccupping she looked pathetically towards Father. Grace set her down on the
floor.
“Rosie had something to tell Father,” Grace said
“Go on Rosie,” Letty said, giving her a little push.
Rosie stuck half a hand in her mouth and stared at the floor. After a moment she removed the hand
and cried out ‘I hate Tom!’
Father stopped chewing and snapped his head back staring ahead. Then without turning his face
he put an arm out in Rosie’s direction. She raced for him, climbing onto his knee and laying her head
against his flannel she began to sob again. “See! Father loves you, Rosie,” Grace cried.
“Stop crying now Rosie!” said Letty.
Mother fixed her dull eyes on Grace and Letty. “You two finish your dinner,” she said.
“What about Fred’s dinner?” Letty asked, sitting down.
“Pass it up and I’ll put it on the saucepan,” Mother said.
“We’ll put Tom’s in the pig bucket,” Grace said importantly.
“Tom might get bitten by a snake if he’s hiding in the corn,” said Letty.
Rosie lifted her face from Father’s chest.
“Yes, a big black snake might bite bad Tom,” she said.
Mother reached for Fred’s dinner. She saw Father in a sideways glance. He stretched and snapped
his head back at the sound of Tom’s name. His swallow moved his red throat running down inside his
flannel and turning brown at his chest.
His jaws snapped shut and his hard brown eyes darted at Tom’s place. He made a hissing noise
under his tongue.
Mother had a vision of Tom flying through the green corn. She blinked the dullness from her eyes.
One corner of her mouth twitched.
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“A	
  Soft	
  and	
  Simple	
  Woman”	
  
(From A Long Time Dying. St Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 1985, pp.181207. Extracts: pp.182-184 comprising 579 words within comprising 71 clauses;
pp.199-203 comprising 1158 words within 179 clauses. Total 1737 words within 250
clauses)
Dick was the first of the Laycock children to leave home soon after leaving school.
You couldn’t blame him, Cobargo said, Albie Laycock was a slave driver and his wife, Sarah, too
soft and simple to stand up to him.
Dick was the eldest, a nice looking boy with black curly hair and very good at drawing. He drew
birds and trees, the farm animals, the creek that ran through the property, the heads and shoulders of
his sisters Minnie, Ada and Harriet. He did not draw his brother, Dan, or the clump of pink climbing
roses that grew over the wash house, although he started both.
Albie found Dick at a corner of the dining table making a drawing of Dan playing with a teaspoon
while Mrs Laycock and the girls cleared the table, for the midday meal was finished.
Albie wanted both boys out clearing a paddock of samplings, ferns and blackberries. It had started
to rain and Dick, who was nearly fifteen, and had left school only a few weeks before, thought he
would be able to settle into an afternoon inside with Dan and his sisters, for it was a Saturday and
they were not school either.
In this self-imposed holiday mood Dick decided to draw Dan, to capture, if he could, his pensive
expression. He was attracted to the idea of a composition of Dan with the spoon on the empty
tablecloth and the heads of his sisters looking down on him, Ada and Harriet with plates and cups and
Minnie removing a vase with a spray of roses.
He had to imagine the roses. The Laycocks never put flowers on the dinner table, and Dick
thought if he was a girl he could snip a branch from the wash house blooms and put it in a jar or jug in
the centre of the table. One big advantage would be the shield it would provide between him and his
father, for they sat opposite each other.
Mr Laycock hardly ever spoke civilly to his family, even with other people around. If a visitor
came, he sat him in the little sitting room with the seagrass table and settee and piano and hardly room
for anything else and called out to Mrs Laycock to bring in tea. Usually it was one of the girls who
brought it, mostly Minnie, the eldest, only eleven but already developing into a beauty, keeping her
eyes down, watching that the tea didn’t spill, then when it was safely on the table, throwing her long
bright hair back from her face and shoulders, a little shy smile starting to come, eyes anxious though,
wondering if she should run off quickly or try and walk out like a grown up.
Albie only wanted her out, and showed this by pushing the sugar to his visitor and dumping the
empty tray by the leg of the table with a clatter that took the eyes of the visitor away from Minnie (a
soft, pretty young thing, the man would think, taking after her mother). The visitor would then look
hopefully at the doorway for a sign of Sarah to confirm this before returning to Albie, his teacup, and
the reason for his visit.
The farm was quite a prosperous one. Albie kept a good herd of Jersey cows and raised vealers
and pigs. There was a good fowl run and an orchard, bearing oranges and apples in the winter and
peaches, plums and apricots in the summer.
All this was hard work, and Albie looked forward to Dick’s help full time and later Dan’s, without
wages, for he had fed, clothes, and educated them since birth and it was their duty to repay him this
way.
There was no room in the arrangements for drawing in working time. And flowers! They did not
belong to a man’s world. Dick was so anxious to get Dan’s expression, that of a wistful thirteen year
old wanting more from life than farm drudgery, and looking into a teaspoon to try and find it, and the
roses with their little frilled edges. He had Dan, Minnie and the flowers outlined, when Albie saw.
He picked up a tablespoon that had been used to serve the rice pudding and slapped it across the
sheet of paper, dampening Dan’s head and spraying some rice grains on that had clung to the spoon
over Minnie and the roses.
Mrs Laycock, holding a kettle of water to pour over the plates and cups in the washing-up dish,
lifted it higher so that the steaming spout was pointed at Albie. The black iron kettle with the lid still
jumping from the steam inside showed more expression than Sarah Laycock’s face, which had the
eyelids lowered as was mostly the case when she looked Albie’s way.
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Look at him, Dick cried inside him, if you can’t tell him what a mongrel he is, look at him. He
discovered with shame and sorrow he was angrier with her than with his father. He took the page and
stuffed it in the stove, sending a flame flaring through the opening where the kettle had been.
“And so you damn well ought to!” Albie said, his eyes on the back of Dick’s head. “There’s a
time for work and a time for foolin'!”
He snatched up his old tweed cap and pulled it on, waggling it with a hand on the peaked front to
feel the joined seam at the back telling him it was straight. He had a white face and thick black hair
and fierce brown eyes, and most of the time the children’s eyes went round when they looked at him.
Nearly always they looked away quickly as they did now, after a glance at their mother, checking her
reaction. She always looked the same.
Dick put out his old felt hat and Dan found his under a chair. They went out to the slide hitched to
Jacko, a rough-bred animal with a black brown cat, neither draught nor hack, for which the children
had great affection and Albie scorn. Jacko had his head down too. The rain had eased but the slide
was wet and the boys looked at it, wondering if they would please or offend their father by finding a
corn bag to cover the damp. Albie decided for them.
“Get on!” he shouted. “Never mind a bit o’ damp on your backsides! There’ll be more than that
before you’re finished with livin’, I can tell you that! Gittup, gittup, lazy, useless animals!”
The boys, believing themselves to be included in this general cover of all farm inhabitants, drew
their knees up and tried to make themselves as small as possible.
Dick saw himself mirrored in Dan’s position, with thin tense arms binding his legs and his chin
wedged between his knees. So Dick out his shoulders back and rested his hands loosely on the space
beside him and trailed a foot over the side, gripping between his toes the ends of shivery grass, only
to have it torn away as Jacko walked at a brisk pace under the touch of Albie’s whip, Albie standing
legs apart, the vibration of the slide gently shaking his buttocks and shoulders, the black hair
sprouting from his cap moving more than any other part of him.
I won’t be frightened of him, Dick told himself, blinking away his mother’s lowered eyes. The
slide went sideways down the gully to avoid running onto Jacko’s hoofs, and Albie parted his legs
wider, exhilarated by the challenge to balance despite the precarious dip, and turned his head just
enough to see if this impressed his sons and if they had to tighten their grip, which he suspected they
would.
The clouds had rolled back like a grey eiderdown trimmed with silver. I’d like to paint it, Dick
thought with his face upwards. Then he saw the back of his father’s neck and thought about the
shotgun hooked to the lumber room wall, steering his thoughts away from the barrel to the wood part,
glossy like Minnie’s hair, the part of the gun he liked to stroke, keeping his eyes from the barrel,
especially the two eyes at the end, into which he avoided looking, because he could never convince
himself of their innocence, even with the gun unloaded.
The slide stopped by the heaped axe, crowbar, mattock and tomahawks in the shelter of a clump of
samplings, their leaves shining and trembling with wet. Albie tied Jacko to the stump of an old oak
that had come down in a storm, kicking at the spreading roots as he did, causing Dick and Dan to
wonder if he was going to order them to dig these up, believing anything of their father who flung
their tomahawks towards them.
Dick watched Albie walk off with the crowbar in one hand and the axe in the order, trying to read
what his heart said, and seeing only a piece of white cheek and a bit of bristly eyebrow. The day had
gone cold too in spite of the sun parting the cloud. The silver was gone and there was a paleness in the
gap, a washed out light reflected on the sweep of dying grass between the saplings, the patches of
fern, and the blackberries coming up from the creek bank, seeming to stretch long prickly fronds to
him.
In fact everything seemed to grow under his eyes, a new line of gums with tender-looking pale
pink leaves, but he knew the frailness was deceiving. The roots were tough and to pull at them was
only to strip them of leaves and to fill a hand with a woody, oily moisture, the stalk left embedded in
the earth, resisting all efforts, as if sprouted from some steel-like growth far, far down, miles below
the surface, some giant forest chuckling through the night, tantalizing human endurance, knowing its
own power and the joy of morning, waving with triumph the flag of a thousand new trees.
Dick saw Albie raise his crowbar and send it deep into the roots of a tree. Then he flung the
crowbar aside and took the axe and split the low forked trunk, and Dick thought of a tooth when he
heard the crack and saw the bone-white wood weeping juice, and looked foolishly for blood.
“Get on with it!” Albie called, flinging a great branch onto the heap of others already with leaves
shrivelling and browning.
The boys seized their tomahawks and beat at some ferns, stubbornness clutched strongly to their
roots too while the foliage spread fan shaped, green and tender and vulnerable.
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I will think of Minnie coming with the tea, Dick said to himself, knowing that was hours away,
wondering now he could endure the time. He looked at Dan thrashing the ferns with his tomahawk
and then had to steer his thoughts from Dan, remembering him at the table, and his excitement
knowing in his head how he should look, and the white paper there conspiring with him, determined
as he was that it should come out right.
***
His mother found him at bed time that night hiding the sheets of drawing paper his teacher had
given him in the bottom drawer of the cedar in the boys’ room.
“Keep up your drawing son,” was all the teacher had said, putting the generous pile into his arms.
Dick had looked gratefully into the teacher’s eyes, surprised to see them as dark as Albie’s were,
thinking of Albie then, and getting the paper quickly into his school bag as if Albie were looking on.
Mrs Laycock came in with the lighted candle, her feet whispering on the linoleum, her face oval
like the flame, her hair darker than Minnie’s, Blended into the shadows, her white apron alone
making her real.
Dick shut the drawer and got into his side of the bed, a large oak one, each of the four posts
finished with a flat little shelf. Mrs Laycock rested the candle on one at the foot. Dan saw her
sorrowing face and felt the familiar ache in his throat, and climbing into bed saw Dick curled near his
edge and decided it was Dick’s part he must take and burrowed deeply under the covers, not touching
Dick but aware of the hard cocoon of his body, and sad enough for him to close his lips tightly on a
goodnight for his mother.
“Sleep well,” she said in her light and girlish voice, sweeping the candle to her and going out so
light of foot, Dan peeped with one eye out of the blankets to make sure she was really gone.
“You’ve never drawn me,” Dan said. “I was wondering what I’d come out like.”
Dick moved, so Dan knew he heard.
“I’m running away,” Dick said. “If you cross the mountain you get to Monaro and there’s a
railway at Cooma. You go from there to Sydney.”
“You’d have to pay on the train,” Dan said, seeing it flying and rattling and Dick borne away from
him forever. He opened one eye on the room as if it too might disappear with Dick.
Dick made a noise in his throat and wriggled, impatient with Dan’s naivety. “You tell the guard
you’ve lost your money.” He turned his pillow over, rubbing a cheek hard on the starched slip to
warm it. “I’ll go to night school and learn drawing,” Dick said.
Dan thought of Dick as already able to draw and couldn’t imagine what he would learn.
He wanted to bring up the subject of living somewhere but felt Dick would have an answer there
as well, and think him stupid. He began to feel deeply miserable, envying Dick, who seemed to have a
future, an exciting one too, while he was left to endure a lonely life on the farm, doing double the
work with Dick gone.
Adding to his misery was the fact that he would not fall asleep quickly because of the turmoil
inside his head and Dick there only feigning sleep. It was always a challenge to fall asleep at once,
with the chance of waking perhaps an hour before his mother called him. He found great joy in
hearing the clock in the sitting room strike half past the hour, knowing there was a half hour, or
maybe an hour and a half to lie with his waking dreams, different now, seeing himself with Dick in
Sydney, sleeping late, lemonade on hot days, bags of caramels, not just at Christmas but any time
they wanted, good shoes with punching across the shining toes, no more heavy boots, a job in a big
shop for him (if Dick could cheat on the train he could pretend to be fifteen) and Dick drawing in a
big high room with all the light he wanted, a wonderful kind man looking after them both. He brushed
away a woman’s image, someone with his mother face which halted the dream and caused him to turn
over, determined to fall asleep.
Sunday made no different to the time for rising, Albie believing that lax habits would develop if a
more leisurely pace was observed on any particular day of the week. He did not recognize Sunday as
anything apart from other days, being an atheist, and reinforcing this attitude to emphasize supremacy
over Sarah, who had been brought up in an Anglican home with a relative minister.
Albie would often get up from Sunday dinner and call the boys to heel, as if they were dogs he
had failed to train properly, and go off and prune fruit trees or mend pig pens or shell corn in the big
shed if the day was wet, working until it was time for the boys to round up the cows for the
afternoon’s milking, and Albie to go to the dairy and put the separator together and dump the big cans
in place to take the cream.
Mrs Laycock, in spite of Albie, tidied the three girls after the washing-up was done. It would be a
big one, for she roasted meat and baked and boiled vegetables of every variety in the garden (she
made vegetables and flower gardens and maintained them), and made a special pudding, apples in a
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suet crust or blackberry pie in the winter, lemon tart or trifle in the summer. Sometimes the children
mentioned Sunday dinner in Albie’s hearing and he shouted a correction. “Dinner it is! Just dinner!
You eat like any other dinner!”
Mrs Laycock took the girls to the sitting room when the kitchen was tidy and brought out picture
books for Ada and Harriet, and Minnie, who showed signs of becoming an excellent seamstress, was
given a job from Mrs Laycock’s sewing basket, like hemming a new petticoat, or, better still, putting
a row of faggoting around neck and armholes, listening to Mrs Laycock’s whispering voice promising
her a traced afternoon tea cloth to embroider when she was older.
Sometimes Mrs Laycock would quite suddenly stick her needle in her sewing (although it was
mostly mending) and snap the basket shut and left the lid of the piano and play a hymn like “Lead
Kindly Light”, and the girls would look through the window surprised to see the day sunny and the
flowers waving peaceful heads, not black clouds and thunder and night coming steel coloured, and the
horses galloping for shelter with flying manes and frightened eyes.
Their father passed the window this Sunday afternoon, coming back for a forgotten tool, and not
sending Dick or Dan, knowing they would find relief in the errand. Mrs Laycock saw him, as did the
girls, who gave their mother breathless attention, as if they were playing out a part on the stage and
they were a little fearful of what was to come. They saw her put her head to one side and thunder out
the last few chords, then close the piano and tuck the stool back in place. She went and did something
to the window curtain too, shaking it by an edge as if she shook the image of Albie’s face away. The
girls saw her put on her brightest face.
“As well as the raspberry buns, shall we make some little apple tarts too?” she said, for she always
made something special for Sunday tea as well as dinner.The girls sensed this had something to do
with Albie at the window but brushed the thought aside to rush with her to build up the stove fire for
the baking.
There was some delay in getting back to the kitchen for they had to chase the fowls back into their
pen. Ada yelled out when she went for a pinafore hanging on the line on the back veranda, and they
all ran to see the white fowls making a beautiful picture among the green lettuce, new peas, and worse
for Ada the long row of her strawberries with the first fruit like pale green gemstones. She ran,
weeping wildly and hating the fowls, the way they jerked their heads back and forth, snapping the
berries off, and their sprawling red feet crushing the plants. She wanted to kill them all.
“Shoo, shoo, you horrible things!” she cried, and she screamed at Harriet too, who was running
and flapping her arms among the strawberries, doing as much as damage as the fowls. Mrs Laycock
was trying to save her young peas, the frail bushes collapsed under the weight of hens as they
bounded from one to another as if competing in an obstacle race. They spread their wings like scythes
slashing into the lettuce and squawked as they ran, which seemed to the weeping Ada to create more
havoc.
When the fowls were back in their pen, Mrs Laycock closed and latched the two gates side by side
and took a hand of Ada and Harriet to go into the house. Minnie, with a hand on her mother’s waist,
waited fearfully for one or the other of her sisters to ask how the gates were opened.
She had not much heart in putting the good starched cloth on the table, and the plates of buns and
tarts in a line down the centre, but she smoothed the corners and swept her hands down the sweep of
cloth almost touching the floor, although it was practically without a crease.
Ada put the knives and forks and bread and butter plates the right distance from the edge, judging
the space with her head to one side, but with troubled eyes.
Harriet sat on a stool by the stove nursing her doll, a large celluloid one that had belonged to Mrs
Laycock. The firelight deepened the pink of its face and limbs, making it glow like a fire itself, and
Mrs Laycock was distracted from slicing the cold roast, half expecting the doll to burst into flames.
But in a little while, when Harriet saw tea was ready and heard the clank of buckets on the dairy
veranda, always with a special sound, pushed under the bench by the boys’ feet, joyful feet, ready to
race to the house with the work behind them and food and bed ahead for those blissful hours until the
time came to start all over again, she took her doll to the bedroom and tucked it in its cradle. Then she
came dancing back, an alien movement in the still sombre atmosphere and, aware of this herself, sat
on her end of the long stool and wriggled only once before she was still.
The boys combed their hair as the always did for Sunday tea and made sure their shirts were
buttoned and tucked neatly into trousers no matter how old they were.
Abie made no contribution to the occasion with his dress. He left his sleeves rolled up as they had
been throughout the milking and separating. His old blue cotton shirt, one of the worst he owned, was
only buttoned from halfway down and it showed his grey flannel which had the buttons undone too,
and a generous growth of black hair sprouted through the opening.
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He ate meat and lettuce salad and, when Minnie took his plate away, took a slice of bread and ate
it with butter and melon jam. The girls looked pointedly at the buns and tarts wondering how anyone
could eat bread in preference to them, watching in fascination the jaws working, knowing the lowered
eyelids shut nothing out.
Harriet, barely aware of opening her mouth, said: “The fowls got into the vegetables and Ada
cried.”
Albie stirred the sugar round and round in his teacup and clinked the spoon on the rim before
laying it in his saucer. He swallowed half a cupful at one go. Since she was not rebuked Harriet said
more.
“Someone left the gates open.”
Albie finished his half cup of tea with another swallow and got up, not putting his chair under the
table as everyone else did on Mrs Laycock’s instructions, but leaving it sideways with a piece of the
tablecloth across a corner of the seat.
“I will” Harriet said, and got up and tucked the chair in, and with great care took up her father’s
plates and cup and saucer and carried them to the little table under the window where the washing-up
dish hung. Albie’s neck with a swatch of black hair resting on it was all Harriet saw as she moved
very quietly.
She was about to trot back to her place at the table when Albie swung around.
“You’ve left the table!” Albie cried. “You stay away from it once you’ve left it!” He turned back
to look down on the top of the stove. Harriet began to blubber. Albie turned his head again without
his body.
“You sit down there!” He ducked his head to indicate the seat by the edge of the fire recess where
Harriet sat a lot of the time.
She cried on, fair quiet about it, causing the throats of the other children to thicken in sympathy
and lose the craving for the buns and tarts untouched on their plates.
In a little while Ada took a bun, which gave her a feeling of theft, and with a warm face held it on
the knee to break off little pieces and eat them as privately as possible.
Albie saw.
He crossed to the table and leaned across from his place, a big man, he could reach with ease Ada
and her empty bread and butter plate.
“There!” he said, hitting the plate hard enough for it to bounce, the noise causing the other
children to jump and straighten their backs. Ada lifted the bun to her chest. Albie picked up a big
serving spoon and slapped her hand hard with it, then slapped the plate hard enough to break it.
Crying now, Ada put the bun on the plate. Albie hit the blade of the knife lying across the table and it
jumped onto the bun.
“Pick that up!” he said. Blinded by tears and too dry of mouth to want to swallow the bun anyway,
Ada’s trembling little hand found the knife.
Albie picked up the carving knife that had cut the meat, and holding it in the air, pointed the blade
downwards. “Now cut!” he said. Ada raised her tear-washed eyes and fastened them onto the knife
blade, now more menacing than Albie.
He drew strokes in the air, and Ada, swallowing and whimpering, and with more tears rolling
down her cheeks, clumsily cut at her bun.
“Not neat enough!” Albie shouted, slapping her fingers with the knife blade. Ada howled now and
dropped her knife and put both hands to her face. Albie slapped them away, his knife cutting the soft
edge of her hand where the palm started. It stung and a little blood oozed out, and Ada saw and
wailed louder but picked up her knife and sawed at her bun, abandon all hope of cutting it to please
Albie.
“Look at the mess!” Albie said with ringing scorn, fighting crumbs across the table when he
slapped the knife among them. “Clumsy, useless, whingeing, whining thing! A rabbit in a trap. You
wring their necks and shut them up! That’s what you do!”
Ada, now as terror stricken as a trapped rabbit, picked up bits of her bun and put them in her
mouth. It was already working with her weeping, and opening and jerking in an uncontrolled way so
that crumbs escaped and she needed to press a hand to her chin to try and hold some inside her mouth.
Albie gave her hand another sharp slap with the knife, setting up a squealing, and he threw the
knife then among the tea things and back away.
“A rabbit, I said, she was, and she squeals just like one!” He took a seat by the stove and laid his
arms along the chair arms as if to relax and enjoy the warmth.
Harriet, hiccupping every now and again with accompanying shudders of her small chest, hemmed
into her corner by Albie, tried to quell a new alarm. Albie glanced her way.

283

“Another rabbit in a trap!” he said. He raised his eyes to the ceiling, and adopted a reasonable,
almost conversational tone. “Rabbits are exterminating, and I’ll be rid of them one day! One day I’ll
be rid of them all!”
Mrs Laycock rose from her chair, and stretching her arms down the table, lifted them up and down
to indicate she wanted empty plates. Dick and Dan and Minnie stacked theirs and passed them up.
Ada, quieter now, was swallowing, largely to clear the crumbs from her throat, and hiccupping more
regularly than Harriet.
“May I have a bun, please mother?” Dan asked in a voice that was whispery like hers.
“May I have a bun please mother!” Albie roared. “Take like a man! Another squeaking,
whimpering rabbit!” He got to his feet, sending the chair flying back, almost hitting Sarah on her way
with plates and cups to the little table. She set them down in great gentleness and went back for more.
“What about saving them for your school lunches?” she said. “There’d be enough for all the
week.”
Albie leaned back against the mantelpiece, and little Harriet had to turn her knees to avoid the
crushing with his powerful legs.
“Yes, do that!” Albie said. “Make every day a Sunday! A day of singing and praying and eating
and loafing!” He dropped his voice to the reasonable tone of before. “That way you have the place
overrun with rabbits in no time!”
Although it was dark outside, Albie found his cap and jammed it on and put on his coat which
hung in a corner over Harriet’s head. He swept it across her face, catching her eye with a rough edge,
bringing forth a little squeal and a new gush of tears. Albie slapped the coat back on her face before
putting it on. Harriet squealed a little louder and put her face on her knees.
Albie went out the kitchen door, which opened into the yard, and the catch rattled behind him a
blast of cold air blew in with the slamming of the door, and the tablecloth lifted a skirt with an angry
air copies from him, it seemed, then settled down, making a few protesting ripples as it did.
Mrs Laycock took a large old tea tin with a fading design of Indian women shouldering baskets of
tea leaves, arms and necks of exaggerated length, and brought it to the table to pack the buns and tarts
in, handling the delicate pastry with such care she appeared to have fingers frail enough to break as
well.
The children swallowed away their yearning as the lid closed. Dick stood with his hands on his
chair back, long slender fingers like his mother’s.
“All of you can go to bed,” he said. “I’ll wipe up.”
“You will not!” Ada cried sharply as if she had not been weeping her heart out minutes earlier.
She rubbed at the cut on her hand as if getting that out of the way too. “He won’t order us to bed, will
he Mother?”
Minnie gathered up the cruet and sugar bowl and brushed the bread free of crumbs to take them to
the dresser, adopting an industrious air, removing her from the realm of childhood.
But Mrs Laycock looked across her. “Take them off,” she said. “Make sure you all piddle well.”
The emotional upset, Mrs Laycock knew, could result in bed wetting, especially in Harriet’s case, and
she had not yet stopped weeping.
“Come on,” Minnie said and pulled at Ada’s shoulder, who wrenched it away and climbed from
the stool and walked with her head up to the door leading to the sitting room, the bedrooms opening
off that. She spied Dan still at the table, his chest against the edge, hoping to escape everyone’s
notice.
“Him too!” Ada said. “He has to go too!”
“Yes, Dan too,” Mrs Laycock said.
He slid off the chair, tucking it under the table, taking his time.
“Good night all of you and sleep well,” Mrs Laycock said, looking on the little bunch in the
doorway, her sad face saying she wanted to tuck them in and linger at their bedside with a few
whispered words.
But she shut the door and Dick unhooked the tin dish from above the little table, rested the soap
saver by it, and took the tin tray and put it in place ready to drain the china and cutlery. Dick waited
with a tea towel over his fist while she poured the water into the dish, turned from the sitting room
door, sad at the memory of Harriet’s legs passing through, lonely, frail and thin enough to snap.
He watched his mother hold the knives by their bone handles to keep them out of the hot water
and swirl the blades about, shaking them vigorously before placing them on the towel across his open
hand. As he polished the blades he thought he would already remember the way she had of doing
everything with meticulous care.
Albie had never beaten Sarah, and Dick worried that he might one day. Dick imagined her now
with wounded arms, fumbling with the knives but keeping the handles clear of the water, her face not

284

all sorrowful because of her concentration. He drew his breath in sharply and looked away afraid. He
was leaving home, not here to watch out for her!
He was silent hanging up the tea towel, then said good-night and went through the sitting room.
“Sleep well,” he said to the girls’ room and Ada’s head flew up.
“Did you have a bun or a tart?” Ada asked.
“Neither,” Dick said. “Go to sleep.”
“Goodnight, Dickiebird,” Ada said.
Dan reared up too from his side of the bed, glad to see him.
“Did you tell her you were going?” he said.
“Not yet,” Dick said and pulled off his trousers. Dan saw his backside, turning him into a child
again. It was round and pale, and small too, not much bigger than Harriet’s, unfit for a long walk
across mountains. He had a vision of a cruel train guard kicking it and went back down under the
blankets.
Dan saw Dick’s face once more before he closed his eyes for sleep. Dick looked out across his
pillow through the window at the slippery paddocks, the whitewashed dairy and few of the cows not
taking the trouble to move too far off, but standing with lowered heads, their posture saying why
bother with distance and comfort when time is brief between freedom and duty. Dick’s face was a
man’s face now.
Albie’s black mood continued all week. Dick worked with Albie at the clearing job. He cheered
himself with the thought of Dan’s seeing on the next Saturday how much had been done.
“I found the main root of that blackberry today,” he said to his mother on Wednesday when Albie
left the kitchen after their midday meal. “I loosened it with the mattock after I’d cut my way in and
pulled hard.”
Mrs Laycock saw his exhilaration return to him remembering the earth fall away like fine flour
from the thick stalk and the leaves turn limp while he watched. He rolled his hands one inside the
other as if revering them for their skill. Mrs Laycock looked at them too, checking for injury.
“You drawing anything?” he asked.
Dick put his hands half behind him as though they were suddenly in shame. “Not these last few
days,” he said. “But soon.”
She went to attend to the stove. He thought he would say he was going to Sydney if he had only to
address her back.
But when she turned her face he didn’t need to. “It won’t be easy,” she said.
“Easy?” he echoed and gave a man’s laugh.
She turned and stretched the tea towel on the little line in front of the stove, and he stood very
straight and she was surprised when she looked that he had suddenly grown so tall.
He went out, for there was the noise of Jacko in the slide, and he thought about walking rather
than riding on it, or running, for he felt more like that, but decided no, he would ride as usual and look
at the back of his father’s head. I will see it differently, he thought, and the sky overhead, my
goodness, the sky would look beautiful now. He hooped over, bunched up as Dan travelled, and Albie
turned his eyes with a flash of black, a contemptuous flash at the childish posture. Dick was about to
straighten, then decided to stay the way he was, it didn’t matter for the little time there was left.
He looked boldly on his father’s back. Perhaps when I’m gone I’ll never see him again, he
thought, and unprepared for the sudden swerve of the slide going sideways down the gully, he fell
backwards. Albie, startled by the noise, dipped his body, close to losing his balance and angry with
Dick for causing it, yelled out “Get up!”
Jacko, thinking he was addressed, plunged forward, and Albie fell into a sitting position, and
before he got to his feet flung his whip in Dick’s direction, slicing into Dick’s shoulder, not heavily,
but reaching the skin through his old shirt and sweater with a sting and a sharper one on his bare neck.
Dick leapt from the side then and ran past Jacko, stopped with a questioning head up, Albie’s
curse following him. He ran with the sting fading, not rubbing his shoulder or neck lest Albie see,
panting in his speed and his anger, and actually glad to reach the patch of ferns where his tomahawk
lay. He seized it and sent the blade deep into the earth, hearing the crack of broken roots and
wondering at Albie’s blow giving him extra strength, for the fern left the ground as a loose and rotten
tooth leaves a jaw.
He had a fair heap when Albie came. Albie saw and was sorry he hit out with the whip, but didn’t
say so; rather he told himself he swung the whip when he fell and the young fool got it in the way.
Dick left to bring the cows in when the sun was at the top of great gum on the ridge that was the
western boundary of the farm. We went without a word, as usual, running hard when he was out of
Albie’s sight, for once the cows were in the yard he went inside the house for tea. Only on weekends
did Minnie or Ada bring it to the paddocks if they were working there.
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Dick was not only anxious for tea. As soon as he was in the kitchen he turned and lifted his hair
from the back of his neck and showed his mother the whip mark. She moved her eyes away from it
fairly quickly and stared at the tea things set out at the end of the kitchen table, frowning a little as if
she might have forgotten something, and touching the sugar bowl as if to assure herself it was really
there.
His anger began to rise and he screwed his head to stare at the mark, wishing it were deeper and
redder.
Suddenly she became brisk and energetic and made the tea and poured him a cup. She pulled a
scone from a batch lying upside down and buttered the halves, swift and industrious as if this was the
most important job in the world. Dick thought about going out and not having anything, letting the tea
grow cold and the scone soak up the butter like a small yellow swamp, but his throat carved them and
she was swirling a spoon in a little dish of her cherry jam and setting it by his plate.
He pulled his chair back and sat sulkily, and she too took a seat and her sewing basket with socks
on the top, drawing one over her hand and sliding the needle under a hole, drawing her brows down
with her fingers spread, the smallest on the hand that held the needle curled like a tarantula’s leg.
Her sewing! Dick thought. That’s all she cares about. But behind Dick she had the sock on her
knee and the hand inside it curled so that the needle dug into her flesh, though she didn’t feel it. She
was watching the whip mark move with motion of Dick’s jaw as he chewed his scone. While she
looked Dick’s hand came up, two fingers working around the mark, turning it white. When his hand
went away the weal, like a tiny caterpillar, flared red again.
Mrs Laycock peeled the sock from her hand and lifted the basket from her knee. “Finish your tea
and saddle Jess for me and bring her to the back gate,” she said, taking off her apron and looping the
neck piece over the nail from which her over rag hung.
She looked down, checking the respectability of her tweed skirt, and tucked her blouse neatly
inside and rolled the cuffs down and buttoned them at her wrists. This kept her face away from Dick,
who turned his head right around so that the weal was gone, and in its place his face, red and white
like the weal, and as ugly and angry.
“I’m riding over to Parsons,” she said. “Tell Minnie where I’ve gone and get her to start the
vegetables for tea.” “I won’t be long. Ettie’s been in bed for a week, I suppose you know.”
Ettie Parsons was old, past seventy. In Dick’s eyes it was a waste of time visiting someone whose
life was particularly over.
He went out through the front of the house, crossing the garden beds, angry at her for their order.
She did not care so much for him if she cared so much about her flowers, seeing the carnations toed to
their stakes with blades of grass beautifully knotted.
He felt he hated her as much as his father and cried at this and was still crying when he had his
face against the flank of Sybil, the oldest of the herd and privileged to be milked first. Dick thought of
all the years he had milked the morning and afternoon, and this was the first time his tears had wet the
coat of a cow. Sybil lifted a back leg as if she had made the discovery as well.
Mrs Laycock went into the lumber room and took the shotgun from the wall. She took a sugar bag
from a folded pile inside an old meat safe where she kept her smaller garden tools. She slipped the
gun inside the bag and pulled the top together around the end of the barrel, holding it by that.
Jess was there tied to the gate, and farther away the cows are packed in their yard, close enough
together to make their backs look like a creamy, folded blanket. She imagined Dick’s head against a
cow’s light flank and saw the weal showing up more, stretched with his bent neck.
She rode Jess down the gully and met Albie coming up, Jacko straining to pull the slide and Albie,
with a dark expression and curled mouth, slapped the reins on his back telling Jack with his scowl that
he should go up the hill as easily as he went down.
He jumped from the slide when he saw Sarah, and the surprised Jacko rushed on thinking this was
expected of him with a lighter load.
“Woa!” Albie yelled, pulling the reins hard, the flinging them on the slide.
“What have you got there?” he said to Sarah, for he got a good view of the bag-wrapped gun as
Jess had jigged around in the state of agitation, reined in by Sarah, and wondering if Albie’s shout
was addressed to her.
Sarah pulled the bag back to show the end of the twin barrels, like a proud mother pulling a shawl
away to show her baby’s face.
“That thing could be loaded!” Albie said.
“You wouldn’t know!”
“I’ve been around guns for a long time, Albie” Sarah answered.
“I know when one’s loaded.”
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“You’re mad,” Albie said. “Riding with a gun wrapped up like a leg of mutton. It can shoot
through a bit of bag, stupid woman.”
“Of course it can shoot through a bit of bag,” Sarah said. “And through a bit of head.”
“That horse’ll take off when it goes off and break your neck!” Albie picked up Jacko’s reins and
jerked them. “Silly woman”
“I know what horses do,” Sarah said, freeing the hand that held the reins by looping them over her
elbow and patting Jess on the neck.
Jess looked back and stopped shivering and lowered hear head as if she might crop at some grass
if things settled down, but she would remain alerted until they did by turning her eyes back to take
Sarah’s shoe in the stirrup and fair view of Albie with his legs apart and a little window blowing his
trousers back the way it blew the grass.
“I’ve been around horses too long, a long time,” Sarah said. She straightened her back and held
her head erect as she did when she was a competitor in riding and dressage events in the Cobargo
show.
“Pass that gun over to me,” Albie ordered.
Sarah shook her head, the lowering sun now burnishing the big tree on the ridge and Sarah’s hair
as well. Albie wanted to shout out to her that she should be wearing a hat.
“You used the whip on Dick,” she said. “Animal.” She patted jess again, for she lifted her head at
the last word and asked a question with her ears laid back.
“They don’t want to work. They want to fool. I never got this good place foolin’!” Albie said.
“Dick doesn’t want your place, good or bad. He wants to work somewhere where he can draw.”
Albie jumped on the side as if no reply to this could justify the ridicule it earned.
“Stop!” Sarah called, and raised the gun, pulling the bag back until her hands were in the vicinity
of the trigger. The wind, tearing Albie’s hair back, showed it blacker since his face was whiter.
“You crazy woman!”. he said and stepped off the slide
“You carry your money around with you Albie,” Sarah said. “Put ten pounds of it under a stone
there for Dick to go to Sydney with.”
Albie stared at the gun barrel as if it, not Sarah, had spoken. Jess fidgeted and Jacko took a step as
if testing Albie out on his intention of moving
“Woa!” he yelled, and Jess lifted her head and shook it and blinked an eye on Sara h, looking
there for direction.
“That’s all you’ve got to do,” Sarah said, using her soft and whispery voice. “Put that money
under the stone there before Minnie and the others get home from school.
I don’t want to shoot you with them looking on
“You fool of a woman,” Albie said.
“Steady Jess,” Sarah lowered the gun barrel to point at Albie’s side pocket.
He took out a roll of noted fastened with a little elastic band, peeled one off and flung it down.
The wind lifted it and it fluttered about for a moment before settling on a tussock.
It had a different look there and Sarah wondered why. Did it seem worthless stuck at the end of a
worthless weed, or should not the weed have suddenly gained a new status? She felt like a little smile
at the thought of the children’s coming upon it and their screaming upstairs.
Albie was back on the slide, shaping the reins savagely of Jacko’s back, the whip lying idle on the
slide, Albie for a reason of his own not bothering it. Jacko rushed forward, glad it seemed to use his
stored up energy, and Sarah, quick and agile as Minnie, jumped from Jess and plucked up the note.
She knew that it would anger Albie further but she had to gallop past him to get the gun away
before the children saw. They were home from school and Dick, seeing them from the yard,
remembered his mother’s instruction to Minnie and raced up to tell her. Near the house he saw his
mother climb from Jess and pull the bag from the gun, and he cried out at the sight, his face white like
Albie’s and his black hair blown about like Albie’s was. People said how much alike father and son
were and Sarah saw for herself now.
She pressed the gun against her side and tiptoed across the back veranda and, opening the door of
the lumber room, hooked the gun back on the wall and folded the bag as neat as the others and put it
with them in the old meat safe. Then she dusted off her hands something were clinging to them and,
going into the kitchen where the children were, their school bags dropped on the floor and their eyes
looking for food, she turned her sleeves back and told them to change into their old clothes while she
buttered them some scones. She was surprised to feel the scones so fresh, it seemed such a long time
since she had made them.
Three weeks later she went with Dick to the roadside cream box, helping him and Dan carry the
two cans, then sending Dan back to get ready for school. Dick was travelling in the cream lorry to
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Cobargo to take the mail car there for Nowra. Mrs Laycock’s other hand not gripping the cream can
carried Dick’s suitcase of clothes.
Dick would live with his Aunt Bessie, his mother’s sister whose husband was a storeman in a
factory that made bedding. They lived in Camperdown. There were no children and Bessie was
excited about Dick’s coming. Sarah read the letter with a stretched mouth but sad eyes.
This puzzled the children, who had been as anxious as she that Bess agreed to Dick’s coming.
Sarah saw behind Bess’s careful sentences that she was already looking upon Dick as the son she
had always wanted.
Dick heard the cream lorry coming and went red then white. He looked like Albie again, and Mrs
Laycock looked down and checked the catches on Dick’s case, then back at Bick pleased to see his
colour normal again.
“Were you going to shoot him?” Dick blurted out. He had wanted to ask her that since the
incident, but had been afraid to. If shooting had been her intention, he would not have felt free to go.
Now it was too late to turn back.
“No,” Sarah said, straightening her back, remembering how she sat on Jess. “I was taking the gun
to ask Alex Parsons to buy it, to get you money for Sydney.”
“Then when he came out of the gully I thought of another way.”
There was only time to kiss him briefly, with the cream box shutting them away from the lorry
driver, who well night have teased Dick all the way to Cobargo about the kiss.
“Alex Persons used to be sweet on me,” Sarah said. “Be a good boy, won’t you?”
Dick got work as a storeman through the influence of his uncle but worked at the job only a few
months. His Aunt Bessie took his drawing to an advertising agency where they were placed on top of
a pile of samples of other people’s work who wanted to be commercial artists too. Aunt Bessie was
told Dick was to watch the newspaper for advertisements calling for applications for trainee artists.
Bessie watched with him and when one appeared Dick applied and got a start.
His first drawing published was a pair of women’s shoes on slender feet and legs. He sent a
cutting home. In private, Mrs Laycock looked at it and down on her own feet and legs and was sure
Dick had drawn hers from memory.
Minnie pinned the cutting to the side of the dresser with a Christmas card Dick had made and sent.
It was a drawing of their house with snow covering the garden and banked nearly to the windows and
the cows sheltering under the big walnut tree, snow dripping from it as well. Santa Claus was on the
roof about to descend the chimney with a bag of toys.
“The snow means Dick is cold and lonely at times, but Santa means there are some good things to
make him happy,” Mrs Laycock told Dan and the girls.
They looked at her, disbelieving at first, and not sure this is what they heard in her low and
whispering voice, but always afterwards studying the card they saw it this way.
They all worried that Albie might pull it down and the drawing of the shoes as well.
But they stayed.

288

“The	
  Lang	
  Women”	
  	
  
(From The Home Girls, St Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 1982, pp. 93-106.
Extracts: pp.93-95 comprising 820 words within 89 clauses; pp.99-100 comprising
405 words within 53 clauses. Total 1225 words within 142 clauses)
Lucy was a thin, wistful wispy child who lived with her mother and grandmother and had few
moments in her life except a bedtime ritual which she started to think about straggling home from
school at four o’clock.
Sometimes she would start to feel cheerful even with her hands still burning from contact with
Miss Kelly’s ruler, and puzzle over this sudden lifting of her spirits then remember there was only a
short while left to bedtime.
She was like a human alarm clock which had been set to go off when she reached the gate leading
to the farm and to purr away until she fell asleep lying against her grandmother’s back with her thighs
tucked under her grandmother’s rump and her face not minding at all being squashed against the ridge
of little knobs at the back of her grandmother’s neck.
Her grandmother and her mother would talk for hours after they were all in bed. Sometimes it
would seem they had all drowsed off and the mother or the grandmother would say “Hey, listen!” and
Lucy would shoot her head up too hear. Her grandmother would dig her with an elbow and say: “Get
back down there and go to sleep!”. Lucy was not really part of the talk just close to the edges of it.
It was as if the grandmother and the mother were frolicking together at sea, but Lucy unable to
swim had to stand at the edge and be satisfied with the wash from their bodies.
Lucy made sure she was in bed before her mother and grand-mother in order to watch.
It was as if she were seeing two separate plays on the one stage. Carrie the mother performed the
longest. She was twenty-six and it as the only time in the day when she could enjoy her body. Not
more than cleansing and admiring it since Lucy’s father had died five years earlier. Carrie as like a
ripe cherry with thick black hair cut level with her ears and in a fringe across her forehead. She was
squarish in shape not dumpy or overweight and with rounded limbs brown from exposure to the sun
because she and the grandmother Jess also a widow and the mother of Carrie’s dead husband worked
almost constantly in the open air on their small farm which returned them a meagre living.
Carrie was nicknamed Boxy since she was once described in the village as good looking but a bit
on the boxy side in reference to her shape. When this got back to Carrie she worried about it although
it was early in the days of her widowhood and her mind was not totally on her face and figure.
Some time later at night with all her clothes off and before the mirror in the bedroom she would
frown on herself turning from side to side trying to decide if she fitted the description. She thought
her forehead and ears are two of her good points and she would lift her fringe and study her face
without it and lift her hair from her ears and look long at her naked jawline then take her hands away
and swing her head to allow her hair to fall back into place. She would place a hand on her hip, dent a
knee forward, throw her shoulders back and think what a shame people could not see her like this.
“Not boxy at all,” she would say inside her throat which was long for a shortish person and in
which could be seen a little blue throbbing pulse.
She shook her head so that her thick hair swung wildly about then settled down as if it had never
been disturbed.
“See that?” she would say to her mother-in-law.
Jess would be performing in her corner of the room and it was usually with a knee up under her
night dress and a pair of scissors gouging away at an ingrown toenail. She never bothered to fasten
the neck of her nightdress and it was an old thing worn for many seasons and her feet were not all that
clean as she did not wash religiously every night as Carrie did. She spent hardly any time tearing off
her clothes and throwing them down, turned so that the singlet was on the outside and when she got
into them in the morning she had only to turn the thickness of the singlet, petticoat and dress and pull
the lot over her head.
Carrie did not seem to notice although she sometimes reprimanded Jess for failing to clean her
teeth. When this happened Jess would run her tongue around her gums top and bottom while she
ducked beneath the covers and Lucy would be glad there was no more delay.
It was only the operations like digging at a toenail or picking at a bunion that kept Jess up.
Sometimes she pushed her nightdress made into a tent with her raised knee down to cover her crotch
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but mostly she left it up so that Lucy hooped up in bed saw her front passage glistening and winking
like an eye.
The lamp on the dressing table stood between Carrie and Jess so that Lucy could see Carrie’s
naked body as well as either still or full of movement and rhythm as she rubbed moistened oatmeal
around her eyes and warmed olive oil on her neck and shoulders.
The rest of the little town knew about the bedtime ritual since Walter Grant the postmaster rode
out one evening and saw them through the window. It had been two days of wild storms and heavy
rain and the creek was in danger of breaking its banks. Any stock of Carrie’s and Jess’s low down
would be safer moved. Walter on his mission to warn them saw Jess with her knee raised and her
nightgown around her waist and Carrie’s body blooming golden in the lamplight for they were
enjoying the storm and had left the curtains open. Walter saw more when Carrie rushed to fling them
together and rode home swiftly with his buttocks squeezed together on the saddle holding onto a
vision of Carrie’s rose tipped breasts, the creamy channel between them, her navel small and perfect
as a shell and her thighs moving angrily and her little belly shaking.
After that the town referred to the incident as that “cock show”.
Many forecast a dark future for Lucy witnessing it night after night.
Some frowned upon Lucy when she joined groups containing their children at the show or sports’
day.
The Lang women’s house had only one bedroom, one of two front rooms on either side of a small
hall. The hall ran into a kitchen and living room combined which was the entire back portion of the
house.
It would have been reasonable to expect them to make a second bedroom by moving things from
what was called the “front room”. But neither Jess nor Carrie ever attempted or suggested this. The
room was kept as it was from the early days of Jess’s marriage. It was crowded with a round oak table
and chairs and a chiffonier crowded with ornaments, photographs and glassware and there were two
or three deceptively frail tables loaded with more stuff. On the walls were heavily framed pictures
mostly in pairs of swans on calm water, raging seas and English cottages sitting in snow or
surrounded by unbelievable gardens.
Even when the only child Patrick was living at home and up until he left at fifteen he slept in the
single bed in his parents’ room where Carrie slept now. He was fifty miles up the coast working in a
timber mill when he met Carrie a housemaid at the town’s only hotel. They married when he was
twenty and she was nineteen and pregnant with Lucy who was an infant of a few months when
Patrick was loaned a new-fangled motor bike and rounding a bend in the road, smacked up against the
rear of a loaded timber lorry like a ball thrown hard against a wall. Patrick died with a surprised look
on his face and his hair only lightly streaked with dust and blood.
Jess was already windowed more than a year and managing the farm single handed so Carrie and
Lucy without choice came to live there.
Lucy could not remember sleeping anywhere but against her grandmother’s back.
Sometimes when the grandmother turned in the night she fitted neatly onto the grandmother’s lap
her head on the two small pillows of her grandmother’s breasts.
She was never actually held in her grandmother’s arms that she knew about. When she woke the
grandmother’s place was empty because it was Jess who was up first to start milking the cows which
was up to twenty in the spring and summer and half that in the winter. Carrie got up when the cows
were tumbling into the yard seen in the half light from the window and Lucy waited about until eight
o’clock when they both came in to get breakfast. Lucy was expected to keep the fire in the stove
going and have her school clothes on. She usually had one or another garment on inside-out and the
laces trailing from her shoes and very often she lied when asked by Carrie or Jess if she had washed.
Carrie did little or no housework and Jess had to squeeze the necessary jobs in between the farmwork.
Carrie was content to eat a meal with the remains of the one before still on the table, clearing a little
space for her plate by lifting the tablecloth and shaking it clear of crumbs, sending them into the
middle of the table with the pickles and sugar and butter if they could afford to have a pound
delivered with their empty cream cans from the butter factory.
Carrie trailed off to bed after their late tea not caring if she took the most of hot water for her wash
leaving too little for the washing up.
Jess grumbled about this but not to Carrie’s face.
Once after Jess had managed on the hot water left and the washing up was done and the room
tidied she said in Lucy’s hearing that she hoped Carrie never took to bathing in milk.
Lucy had a vision of Carrie’s black hair swirling above a tubful of foamy milk. Her own skin
prickled and stiffened as if milk drying on it. She left the floor where she was playing and put her
chin on the edge of the table Jess was wiping down waiting to hear more. But Jess flung the dishcloth
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on its nail and turned her face to busy herself with shedding her hessian apron as the first step towards
getting to bed.
This was the life of the Lang women when Arthur Mann rode into it.
Jess and Carrie inside following their midday meal saw him through the kitchen window with the
head of his horse over the fence midway between the lemon tree and a wild rose entangled with
convolvulus. The blue bell-like flowers and the lemons made a frame for horse and rider that Jess
remembered for a long time.
“It’s a Mann!” Jess said to Carrie who did not realize at once that Jess was using the family name.
The Manns were property owners on the outer edge of the district and they were well enough off
to keep aloof from the village people. Their children went to boarding schools and they did not shop
locally nor show their cattle and produce at the local show but took it to the large city shows.
But Jess easily recognized a Mann when she saw one. When she was growing up the Manns were
beginning to grow in wealth and had not yet divorced themselves from the village. They not only
came to dances and tennis matches but helped organize them and there were Manns who sang and
played the piano in end-of-year concerts and Manns won foot races and steer riding at the annual
sports.
They nearly all had straight dark sandy hair and skin tightly drawn over jutting jawbones.
Jess going towards the fence got a good view of the hair and bones when Arthur swept his hat off
and held it over his hands on the saddle.
“You’re one of the Manns,” said Jess her fine grey eyes meeting his that were a little less grey, a
bit larger and with something of a sleepy depth in them.
Arthur keeping his hat off told her why he had come. He had leased land adjoining the Langs’ to
the south where he was running some steers and he would need to repair the fence neglected by the
owners and the Langs neither of whom could afford the luxury of well fenced land.He or one of his
brothers or one of their share farmers would be working on the fence during the next few weeks.
“We don’t use the bit of land past the creek,” said Jess before the subject of money came up. “The
creek’s our boundary so a fence is no use to us.”
Arthur Mann’s eyes smiled before his mouth. He pulled the reins of his horse to turn it around
before he said there would be no costs to the Langs involved. He put his hat on and raised it again and
Jess saw the split of his coat that showed his buttocks well shaped like the buttocks of his horse which
charged off as if happy to have the errand done.
Jess came inside to the waiting Carrie.Lucy home from school was playing with some acorns she
found on the way. Jess saw her schoolcase open on the floor with some crusts in it and the serviette
that wrapped her sandwiches stained with jam. Flies with wings winking in the sun crawled about the
crusts and Lucy’s legs.
“She’s a disgrace!” Jess cried out trying to put out of her mind the sigh of Arthur Mann’s polished
boots and the well iron peaks of his blue shirt resting on the lapels of his coat.
With her foot Carrie swept the acorns into a heap and went to the mirror dangling from the corner
of a shelf to put her hat on. Jess took hers too from the peg with her hessian apron.
She turned it around in her hands before putting it on. It was an old felt of her husband’s once a
rich grey but the colour beaten out now with the weather. It bore stains and blotches where it rubbed
constantly against the cows’ sides as Jess milked. Jess plucked at a loose thread on the band and
ripped it away taking it to the fire to throw it in. The flames snatched it greedily swallowing the
grease with a little pop of joy.
Lucy lifted her face and opened her mouth to gape with disappointment. She would have added it
to her playthings.
“Into the fire it went!” said Jess. “Something else you’d leave lyin’ around!”
She looked for a moment as if she would discard the hat too but put it on and went out.
It was Carrie who encountered Arthur Mann first working on the fence when she was in the corn
paddock breaking and flattering the dead stalks for reploughing. Almost without thinking she walked
towards the creek bank and stood still observing Arthur who had his back to her. He is a man, she
thought remembering Jess’s words with a different inference. His buttocks under old, very clean wellcut breeches quivered with the weight of a fence post he was dropping into a hole. He had his hat off
lying on a canvas bag that might have held some food. Jess might have wondered about the food and
the thought of a large clean flyproof Mann kitchen but Carrie chose to look at Arthur’s hair moving in
a little breeze like stiff bleached grass and his waistline where a leather belt shine with age and quality
anchored his shirt inside his pants.
He turned and saw her.
As he did not have a hat to lift he seemed to want to do something with his hands so he took some
hair between two fingers and smooth it towards an ear. Carrie saw all his fine teeth when he smiled.
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“Hullo ... Shorty,” he said.
“No ... Boxy,” she said
She was annoyed with herself for saying it.
He probably knew the nickname through his share farmers who were part of the village life and
would have filled the waiting ears of the Manns with village gossip. Carrie did not know but he had
heard too about the nightly cock show.
Arthur thought now of Carrie’s naked body although it was well covered with an old print dress
once her best, cut high at the neck and trimmed there and on the sleeves with narrow lace. Carrie was
aware that it was unsuitable for farm work and took off her hat and held it hiding the neckline. She
shook her hair the way she did getting ready for bed at night and it swung about then settled into two
deep peaks against her cheeks gone quite pink.
“Come across,” said Arthur. “I’m stopping for smoko.”
Carrie nearly moved then became aware of her feet in old elastic-side rubber boots and buried
them deeper in the grass.
She inclined her head towards the corn paddock as if this was where her duty lay. Still holding her
hat at her neck and still smiling she turned and Arthur did not go back to the fence until she had
disappeared into the corn.
Carrie spent the time before milking at the kitchen table in her petticoat pulling the lace from the
dress. Lucy home from school with her case and her mouth open watched from the floor.
When Carrie was done she stood and pulled the dress over her head brushing the neck and sleeves
free of cotton ends. She swept the lace scraps into a heap and moved towards the stove.
“Don’t burn it!” Jess cried sharply. “Give it to her for her doll!”
Lucy seized the lace and proceeded to wind it around the naked body of a doll that had only the
stump of a right arm, its nose squashed in and most of its hair worm off.
A few days later Arthur rode to the fence with a bag of quinces.
Lucy saw him when she looked up under the plum tree that grew against the wall of the house.
She was on some grass browning in the early winter and her doll sat between her legs stuck stiffly
out. Arthur raised the quinces as a signal to collect them but Lucy turned her face towards the house
and Arthur saw her fair straight hair that was nothing like Carrier luxuriant crop.
In a moment Carrie came from one side of the house and Jess from the other. They went up to the
fence and Lucy got up and trailed behind.
Arthur handed the quinces between Carrie and Jess and Jess took them taking one out and turning
it around.
She did not speak but her eyes shone less than the sheen from the yellow skin of the fruit.
“The three Lang women,” Arthur said smiling. “Or are there four?”
Lucy had her doll held by its one and a half arm to cover her face. Ashamed she flung it behind
her back.
Arthur arched the neck of his horse and turned it around.
Neither Jess nor Carrie looked at Lucy’s face when they went inside. Jess tipped the quinces onto
the table where they bowled among the cups and plates and she picked one up and rubbed her thump
thoughtfully on the skin and then set it down and gathered them all together with her arms.
Then she went into the front room and returned with a glass dish and with the hem of her skirt
wiped it out and put the fruit in and carried it back to set it on one of the little tables. Carrie’s eyes
clung to her back until she disappeared then looked dully on Lucy sitting stiff and entranced on the
edge of a chair. She opened her mouth to tell Lucy to pick up her doll from the floor but decided Jess
would do it on her return. But Jess stepped over the doll and put on her hessian apron and reached for
her hat. She turned it round in her hands then put it back on the peg. Carrie saw the back of her neck
unlined and her brown hair without any grey and her shoulders without a hump and her arms coming
from the torn-out sleeves of a man’s old shirt pale brown like a smooth new sugar bag. Then when
Jess reached for an enamel jug for the house milk Carrie saw her hooded eyelids dropping a curtain
on what was in her eyes. Carrie put her had on without looking in the mirror and followed Jess out.
She looked down her back over her firm rump to her ankles for something that said she was old but
there was nothing.
In bed that night Lucy dreamed of her doll.
It had long legs in white stockings with black patent leather shoes fastened with the smallest black
buttons in the world.
The dress was pink silk with ruffles at the throat and a binding of black velvet ribbon which
trailed to the hemline of the dress. The face was pink and white and unsmiling and the hair thick and
black like Carrie’s hair.
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Lucy lay wedged under the cliff of her grandmother’s back wondering what was different about
tonight. She heard a little wind breathing around the edges of the curtain and a creak form a
floorboard in the kitchen and a small snuffing whine from their old dog Sadie settling into sleep under
the house.
Lucy marvelled at the silence.
No one is talking she thought.
Every afternoon Lucy looked for the doll when she came in from school. On the way home she
pictured it on the table propped against the milk jug, its long legs stretched among the sugar bowl and
breadcrumbs.
But it was never there and when she looked into the face of Jess and Carrie there was no message
there and no hope.
The following Saturday Lucy could wait no longer and sneaked past the cowyard where Jess and
Carrie were milking and well clear of it ran like a small pale terrier through the abandoned orchard
and bottom corn paddock to the edge of the creek. Across it, a few panels of fence beyond where
Carrie had first encountered him, Arthur was at work.
Under her breath Lucy practised her words: “Have you brought my doll?”
She was saying them for the tenth time when Arthur turned.
She closed her mouth before they slipped out.
Arthur pushed his hat back and beckoned.
“Come over,” he said.
Lucy hesitated and looked at her feet buried in the long wild grass. I won’t go, she said to herself.
But the doll could be inside Arthur’s bag hung on a fence post.
She plunged down the creek bank and came up the other side her spikey head breaking through
the spikey tussocks dying with the birth of winter.
Arthur sat down on some fence timber strewn on the ground and reached for his bag. Lucy
watched, her heart coming up into her neck for him to pull the doll from it. But he took out a paper
bag smeared with grease which turned out to hold two slices of yellow cake oozing red jam. When he
looked up and saw the hunger in Lucy’s eyes he thought it was for the cake and held it towards her.
“We’ll have a piece each,” he said.
But Lucy sank down into the grass and crossed her feet with her knees out. Then she thought if
she didn’t take the cake Arthur might not produce the doll so she reached out a hand.
“Good girl,” he said when she began nibbling it.
The cake was not all that good in spite of coming from the rich Mann’s kitchen. It had been made
with liberal quantities of slightly rancid butter.
Lucy thought of bringing him a cake made by jess and imagined his snapping his big teeth on it
then wiping his fingers and bringing out the doll.
“I should visit you, eh?” Arthur said.
Oh, yes! He would be sure to bring the doll.
“When is the best time?” Arthur said folding the paper bag into a square and putting it back in his
bag.
“At night after tea? Or do you all go to bed early?”
Lucy thought of Carrie naked and Jess with her legs apart and shook her head.
“Why not at night?” Arthur said. “There’s no milking at night, is there?”
Lucy had to agree that wasn’t with another small head shake.
“What do you all do after tea?” said Arthur.
Lucy looked away from him across the paddocks to the thin drift of smoke coming from the fire
under the copper boiling for the clean up after the milk was separated. She felt a sudden urge to
protect Jess and Carrie from Arthur threatening to come upon them in their nakedness.
She got to her feet and ran down the bank, her speed carrying her up the other side and by this
time Arthur had found his voice.
“Tell them I’ll come!” he called to her running back.
Carrie was in bed that night with much less preparation than usual and even without the last
minute ritual of lifting her hair from her nightgown neck and smoothing down the little collar, then
easing herself carefully down between the sheets reluctant to disturb her appearance even preparing
for sleep.
To Lucy’s surprise her nightgown hung slightly over one shoulder and she further surprised to see
that Jess had fastened hers at the brown stain where her neck met the top of her breasts. Carrie had not
cavorted in her nakedness and jess had not plucked at her feet with her knees raised. Lucy looked at
the chair where Jess usually sat and pictured Arthur there. She saw his hands on his knees while he
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talked to them and curved her arms imagining the doll in them. An elbow stuck into Jess’s back and
Jess shook it off.
“Arthur Mann never married,” said Carrie abruptly from her bed.
Jess lifted her head and pulled the pillow leaving only a corner for Lucy who didn’t need it
anyway for she had raised her head to hear.
“Old Sarah sees to that,” said Jess.
Before putting her head down again Lucy saw that Carrie was not settling down for sleep but had
her eyes on the ceiling and her elbows up like the drawing of a ship’s sail and her hands linked under
her head.
Jess’s one open eye saw too.
Lucy had to wait through Sunday but on Monday, when she was home from school for the May
holidays she slipped past the dairy again while Jess and Carrie were milking and from the bank of the
creek saw not only Arthur but a woman on a horse, very straight in the back with some grey hair
showing neatly the edge of a riding hat and the skin on her face stretched on the bones line Arthur’s.
The horse was a grey with a skin like washing water scattered over with little pebbles of suds and it
moved about briskly under the rider who sat wonderfully still despite the fidgeting.
Lucy sank down into the tussocks on the bank and the woman saw.
“What is that” she said to Arthur. Then she raised her chin like a handsome fox alerted to
something in the distance and fixed her gaze on the smoke away behind Lucy rising thin and blue
from the Lang women’s fire.
Lucy had seen Arthur’s face before the woman spoke but he now lowered his head and she saw
only the top of his hat nearly touched the wire he was twisting and clipping with pliers.
The horse danced some more and Lucy was still with her spikey head nearly between her knees
staring at the ground. The woman wanted her to go. But Lucy had seen people shooting rabbits not
firing when the rabbits were humped still but pulling the triggers when they leapt forward stretching
their bodies as they ran. Perhaps the woman had a gun somewhere in her riding coat and breeches or
underneath her round little hat. Lucy sat on with the sun and wind prickling the back of her neck.
“Good heavens!” the woman cried suddenly and wheeling her horse around galloped off.
Lucy let a minute past then got up and ran down and up the opposite bank to Arthur.
He went on working snip, snip with the pliers until Lucy spoke.
“You can come of a night and visit,” she said.
Arthur looked up and down the fence and only briefly at the Lang corn paddock and the rising
smoke beyond it.
“I’ve finished the fence,” he said.
Lucy saw the neat heap of timber not needed and the spade and other tools ready for moving. She
saw the canvas bag on top, flat as a dead and gutted rabbit.
“I know you didn’t bring the doll.” she said. “Your mother won’t let you.”
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Amy’s	
  Children	
  
(From Amy's Children, St Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 1987. Extracts:
pp.159-160 comprising 474 words within 60 clauses; p.170 comprising 337 words
within 52 clauses; p.182 comprising 178 words within 25 clauses. Total 989 words
within 137 clauses)
Chapter 30
Amy got a new costume, a dark green one with a zigzag pattern in white.
“You’re dazzling, S.T.” Kathleen cried when she put it on.
“Shut up and pass me the coconut oil!” Amy said, blushing.
They spent a Sunday tanning in the backyard, and went to Bondi the Sunday after. Kathleen
jumped from the stone edge of the walk along the beach front and laughed at the way the sand
squeaked when her feet hit it. Amy laughed too but took the steps, pleased at the sight of her costume
hugging the tops of her legs. If there hadn’t been so many people about she would have pulled at the
cloth and let it snap back cosily again.
But Lance Yates was looking. He was there with Allan coming from the beach, a rolled-up towel
under his arm and Allan with his flung over a shoulder. Amy had time to fell glad their towels were
out of sight in the beach bag Kathleen carried, one Tina had helped her make. The four of them
stopped, Allan pushing his feet deeper into the sand, Kathleen dropping her bag down low enough to
rest on her old sandals, Amy noticing the suitable footwear of Lance and wishing for some of her
own.
Allan in shyness put a hand up and smoothed the hair on one side of his head, and felt for any that
might be standing up at the back. He did not appear to be looking that closely at Kathleen, nor she at
him, but Amy sensed they had seen a great deal of each other in the time it took for her to shape her
mouth into a smile of greeting.
“My goodness me!” Lance said, and the oil trembled in his eyes and at the corners of his mouth,
and even his teeth seemed to have received a light coating. Handy for the beach, Amy thought. He
doesn’t need coconut oil like the rest of us.
“We’re just coming out,” Lance said, regretting that they were.
“You’re getting in?” Allan, not yet bold enough to meet her eyes, addressed Kathleen’s right
shoulder.
Lance looked at the crowded beach around them, searching, Amy could see, for a place for them.
She wondered if, when he found it, he and Allan would go and see would never see them again. She
had to curb an impulse to reach out and take hold of Lance’s wrist, a nice strong one attached to a
yellowish hand. The thought caused her to redden and look at the sea, the black swimmers’ heads like
flies caught in foaming milk, remembering the farm suddenly, and to her surprise not hating it. In fact
quite suddenly and unaccountably, she loved everything, including a small boy in an ugly woollen
costume drooping from his hips with the weight of sand and water, beginning to dig with a wooden
spade near her feet and lifting up a scarlet face and running nose. He had freckled limbs and picky
hair and Amy should have found him unattractive and shooed him off, but she could quite easily have
scooped him up and hugged him.
All the groups of people looked handsome and happy. Amy was happy. She looked in vain for an
unhappy face. People were going into the water smiling and coming out smiling, and dropping wetly
into their little place and rubbing at their wet hair, some using old towels with few places thick
enough to be effective. They smiled even wider looking for the most absorbent parts of their towels
and upwards at the sun, thankful for its blessed rays. There was music in Amy’s ears but none was
playing anywhere. The people’ voices were a singsong of sound, waves of it rolling up like the surf
itself. The crash on the sand was like an orchestra warming up. Amy half expected the voices die
away and let the thundering music of the sea take over, and suddenly, miraculously, as if Lance had
commanded it, there was only his voice she heard.
“Let’s find somewhere quieter,”
Amy saw the faces of Allan and Kathleen become eager. What’s mine saying, I wonder?
She pointed it to the sand in case they saw too much. They walked dodging the groups, stepping
onto the edges of towels, even over the heads of children, around prams swathed in mosquito netting,
sometimes kicking sand on tender pink backs.
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“Wow!” the owners said but laughed, and Amy thought never again, never during the rest of her
life would she see anyone frown, an unhappy face.
They were into the open, away from the crowds before she realized it, and looking up at the rocks
resisting the swirling sea and two or three fishermen hung between the cliff and the sky, she needed to
look back to check that the distance was there, it seemed she’s hardly walked at all.
“But it’s away from the flags, Dad,” Allan said and Amy caught Kathleen’s smile, tenderly
acknowledging his concern that she might be deprived of her swim.
“Oh, yes,” Lance, said, taking his first real look at Amy’s costume, and then giving his head a
little perplexed scratched in a way she remembered at Lincolns when he was looking at a new design
for a line of knit shirts.
“We can sit in the sun for a while.” Amy’s murmured words covered those inside her head.
He and I will sit in the sun. You others will go and swim.
They did that, Allan and Kathleen ran across the sand and hopped over the little waves breaking
on the shore until they were in line with the flags that told swimmers to bathe between them. Amy
watched them wade in, Kathleen taking the chill off the first plunge by dabbing handfuls of water on
her legs, Amy thinking she should not worry at Allan watching closely while Kathleen bathed her
thighs.
But her face warmed, not entirely from the sun’s heat, and she experienced an odd sense of relief
when Kathleen dived and swam like a bobbing fuchsia quite far out, and Allan following was there if
she got into difficulties.
She spread Kathleen’s towel out in readiness for her and sat on her own, both hands on the sand
propping her ups. She could see only the bottom half of Lance, a tan fading out the yellowish colour
of his legs, some little tufts of hair on his toes she found quite vulnerable.
He wore black trunks with emblem of a diving female shape above one thigh. She saw those too.
Neither of them was saying anything and Amy felt surprise that this did not seem to matter.
In a little while she felt something run over her fingers, something like the feel of a small, gentle
harmless animal, a sand creature perhaps scuttling for shelter, stopping and stroking, deciding not to
go on. Amy did not look for quite a while, holding the anticipation to her, the surge of the sea abated
now, less turbulent than the surge inside her.
She turned her hand over and his palm slid across hers, and then she turned her body around
and [she] laid her face on her arm his face was closer to hers than it had ever been, and she thought
never again in all my life will I be lonely or unhappy or frightened. Or alone. Never alone again.

***
Chapter 33
They went out sometimes as a foursome on Saturday afternoon, Lance and Allen dropping Eilen
off at her parents’ place, then, on the pretext of returning to Lincolns, collecting Amy and Kathleen at
Petersham.
Once they went to a picnic spot by the Parramatta River where Kathleen took off her shoes and
screeched at the chill of the water, and Lance bought double ice creams for them all.
They stopped at Lincolns before Lance and Allen took Amy and Kathleen home, and returned
west again to pick up Eileen.
Allen took Kathleen to show her the new clothes racks in the dry cleaning shop and new overhead
cupboards for storing the solvents and spare iron.
He had given the cupboards a coat of paint and when he closed the doors tenderly Kathleen put a
cheek on his upper arm and rubbed it.
“You are wonderful,” she whispered. He pulled the transparent covering from the clothes rack and
put it over their heads and kissed her.
Upstairs at the same time Lance kissed Amy.
They were by the switchboard and in a little while he turned to it and picked up the phone, still
holding her in one arm. The feel of his arm has changed, Amy thought, slipping out of it. He half
turned his back to tell Eileen he would collect her in an hour. Trembling, Amy went and sat in her old
chair and opened a desk drawer, then shut it at the sight of unfamiliar things.
She watched Lance’s hand go up and smooth his hair at the back. He needs a haircut, she
thoughts, with the pain of a woman who wanted to tell him as a wife would, but knew she hadn’t the
right.
When he put the phone down he went and stood behind her chair and kneaded her shoulders.
She rubbed the back of her head on his stomach and thought again, like a wife, she should control
the flabbiness, and felt sad again that she could not help him.
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All of the sudden her shoulders went cold. The coldness began to spread to other parts of her, until
she almost shivered
For Lance took his hands away and stuffed them in his pockets and took a couple of paces towards
the middle of the room.
There were footsteps on the stairs, Allen and Kathleen hurrying up laughing and making a lot of
noise with their feet as if their exuberance was released that way.
The came in swinging clasped hands. Amy tried but failed to get her lips to smile. She got up and
tucked the chair neatly under the deck. She turned from their questioning faces on the pretext of
looking at her face in the mirror that once hung on the side of a filing cabinet. But the cabinet had
been moved and she felt rebuffed as if this had been done to her on purpose.
Allen and Kathleen let go their hands and led the way on quieter feet down the stairs.
***
“Something happen?” Kathleen asked in that kind of voice that does not care too much about an
answer.
She was folding washing brought in from the clothesline and making a pile on the kitchen table.
She wore shorts and a blouse that slid a little over one shoulder. Most of the time she adjusted it but
now they were at home she let it fall and left the strings at the neck untied.
The hollow between her breasts was visible through the opening. Amy half expected her to fling
off the blouse and her brassiere too and allow the breasts to bounce in exuberance as her feet did on
the stairs at Lincolns.
When the towels and underwear and their Anthony Hordern uniforms were in a neat pile Kathleen
flopped down on a chair and laid her face on a rough towel on top.
“Amy,” she said with her eyes closed. “He kissed me under the cellophane. I felt like a bride.”
Amy got up from her chair and swept the pile of things from under Kathleen and carried them into
the next room where there was a copper and laundry tubs. Kathleen heard the clatter of the ironing
board (which John had shaped from an old door of a demolished building) being laid across the tubs.
“Amy!” Kathleen called. She had her face on the table now, one check upwards, her eyes still
closed. “Give me back a towel. I need to smell the sun and the wind!”
I know what you want to smell, Amy thought, and sent the iron hard across a tea-towel, burning
out the sweet smell of fresh grass and pure air.
“You got the huff Amy? Didn’t he kiss you?”
Amy flung the iron onto its little stand and rushed on Kathleen, who was on her feet in time and
around the other side of the table. She laughed, believing it to be a game. But Amy’s face said
differently. Her blue eyes glittered like chipped glass under her sweaty hair, and her breath blew out
from a pouted underlip as she charged with her scarlet face first to one corner then the other.
Kathleen’s face went sober and she grabbed a chair back for protection, then tangled with the legs,
and when it seemed Amy was bearing down on her, pushed the chair towards her and ran past it. She
got the front door open in time to escape, with Amy only yards behind her. She flew out the gate,
slamming it shut almost on Amy’s stomach. One of the Misses Wheatley coughed from an upstairs
window.
Oh pull your head in, Amy cried inside herself, running into the house.
Two hours later Kathleen came in and saw the table set and a plate of salad at her place. Amy,
seated at the table, was wearing powder and lipstick. Her hair was freshly done and she was in a clean
blouse and her old but still respectable navy skirt.
“Did you get anything at Tina’s?” she asked pleasantly.
“Two rotten pears and a dirty look from oily Uncle Ol,” Kathleen said, cutting into a tomato slice
and laying a piece on her darted-out pink tongue. “Thank you for my tea, Amy.”
“You’re very welcome,” Amy said.
***
Chapter 35
The meeting did not come off as Kathleen planned it.
Dudley’s heart failed and he died at work, hand-stitching the lapels of a herringbone tweed sports
coat.
“Grab the needle!” shouted the office manager Oscar Banks. He saw but could not reach Dudley
with the appropriate speed because of the glass wall separating the office from the factory. Dudley
slid downwards in his chair, his face pale as bread dough, the needle pointing menacingly from
between two fingers.
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Sydney Rivers of Rivers Exclusive Men’s Tailoring dropped his scissors with a great clang and
rushed to lift Dudley into what he hoped was a more comfortable position. Dudley’s head lolled
sideways into the collar of his shirt with Dudley had starched sharp enough to cut him. Dudley had
thrust out his feet in the last movement his body made. His smallish feet seemed the most defenceless
thing about him, and with his trousers riding up there was a lot of black sock showing and a piece of
innocent white leg. His shoes were black and highly polished, placed together so much like a
schoolboy’s, it was a surprise not to see a school case nearby.
Words of Dudley’s death reached Amy and Kathleen at Anthony Horderns fairly soon. Oscar,
with an air of melancholy importance, took the tram to Annandale and put Daphne in a taxi to the
hospital in Camperdown where Dudley’ body had gone an hour earlier.
Someone at Rivers remembered Dudley mentioning a niece working at Lincolns (Rivers stocked
Lincoln made casual wear on the shirts and underwear counter). Only when Amy was safely out of
his house had Dudley acknowledged the relationship.
Oscar’s young lady assistant, caught up in the same aura of melodrama as Oscar (and quite
enjoying it as a change from the monotony of office routine), assembled her features into a suitable
expression of concern and telephoned Lincolns.
Lance was with Victor at the door of Victor’s office, and when he heard Miss Isobel Mackie say
“If you mean Miss May Fowler she isn’t at Lincolns any more,” he moved over to the switchboard
and took the receiver from her hand.
Ignoring the round eyes riveted on him and deciding he cared nothing for any of them anyway,
seeing only the blue of Amy’s eyes he said “yes, yes, I see. We’ll pass the message on.” He then ran
down the stairs to find Allan.
It was close to midday on the day Allen was to stand by the telephone for Kathleen’s call. They
scrambled into Lance’s Buick and reached Anthony Horderns ten minutes before twelve, Allan letting
out his breath in a great puff of relief.
The four of them went to lunch in the tearoom. Kathleen cried with Allen’s arm around her
shoulders, and Lance held Amy’s hand beside her plate of curry and rice, having insisted on their
ordering something substantial enough to help bolster their grief.
Torn between tenderness and boyish embarrassment at the first sight of Kathleen’s tears, Allan
silently agreed with Lance that it would be ill-timed to raise the subject of Kathleen’s letter unless she
did. “I wouldn’t be in good taste just now,” Lance had said, not admitting to himself that whatever it
was, he didn’t want anything disrupting his relationship with Amy.
Lance was concerned not only with training Allan in the running of Lincolns but utilizing the time
they were together (mainly travelling to and from work) for character building. Although he and
Allan were close, Lance felt uncomfortable much of the time over his affair with Amy, and he was
unable to find words to justify it. It’s no use though, he would tell himself, taking off his coat at home
to sit down to one of Eileen’s roast dinners. I cannot give her up and don’t intend to.
Allan was disappointed that Lance attached so little importance to Kathleen’s letter. He took it
from Allan’s hand and frowned over it almost as if it were an order form filled out by someone on
their first day in the factory. He handed it back without saying anything, Allan wincing and blushing
at the way the line containing “my own sweet boy” leapt out, as if Lance had folded the letter that
way on purpose.
Allan began to think he should keep a few things to himself concerning Kathleen. Perhaps Lance
was jealous because she was younger and prettier than Amy. That was probably it, Allan thought,
making no secret of the tender way he folded the latter and put it in his shirt pocket.
In Lance’s own (secret) words he had “gone off” Kathleen. He suspected she was looking to Allan
as a substantial meal ticket. He saw that Amy was afraid of her. When he proposed a meeting with
Amy he watched her mind flick to Kathleen, mentally accommodating her. Her thought often of a
time when Kathleen would not be around. He did not know where she would go or what effect it
would have on Allan, but he dreamed of Allan meeting another girl and the relationship dissolving
amicably (so as not to upset Amy).
Lance saw Kathleen now with her wet eyelashes resting on her cheeks and her cheek very close to
Allan’s shoulders. I would dearly love to tell her her nose is red, he thought. He saw her lift her
eyelids now and again to see what other of Anthony Horderns staff was observing her. She’ll get a
great kick out of the funeral, Lance thought. She’s just the type.
Lance told Eileen he was going to the funeral. He lied about it. He said that Syd Rivers had asked
for a good representation of people in the clothing trade to honour Dudley’s memory, since Dudley
had been a tailor for thirty years, most of the time with Rivers. Because Rivers was a good customer
of Lincolns Lance said he should go. Eileen could not see why Lance had to take Allan and sulked
through their early lunch. Since the funeral was in Annandale and her parents’ place only a few miles
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farther west she suggested she and Allan spend their time there while Lance was at the church and
cemetery.
Allan stopped eating his meat pie (Eileen always bought pies with the Saturday shopping to save
cooking lunch) and watched the gravy ooze onto his plate, terrified at the outcome of the proposal.
But Lance squared his shoulders in a way he had when he was about to deliver a sound agreement,
and said that Allen had never been to a funeral, and since he would be faced with this kind of thing in
his business life, he should learn the correct procedures now. It was Allen’s turn to square his
shoulders at this extension of his responsibilities. Eileen saw the manly gesture and in her pride
relented. A good thing it was a Protestant funeral. If it had been a Catholic one she would have put
her foot down, Eileen told herself.
Lance had further informed her that he would not be home until late in the evening, so it might not
be worth her while cooking tea for them. Victor had been off Thursday and Friday with one of his bad
chest colds, and Lance needed to spend a couple of hours on the accounts. It would be an opportunity
to acquaint Allan with that side of Lincolns. In a fresh rush of pride Eileen failed to perceive the
unlikelihood of Allan learning anything worthwhile leaning over Lance’ shoulder with his thoughts
somewhere else, in this case on Kathleen. Kathleen’s existence had so far been kept from Eileen,
something else Allan was beginning to resent, since he had a strong desire to show Kathleen off and
to curb his mother’s habit of pushing him towards girls at the church.
Of course neither Lance nor Allan went to Lincolns. They collected Amy and Kathleen from the
Petersham house and went to St Stephen’s Church of England, then to Rookwood Cemetery for the
burial.
“Oh dear, this dreadful place!” moaned Kathleen in Allan’s ear, as if the overgrown graves and
broken headstones and upturned jam jars, long empty of their flowers and rimmed with greenish
slime, were no longer fit resting place for the uncle she despised.
Afterwards they went to the Coxes for sandwiches, made in large quantities by Mrs Cousins,
while Helen in green linen with large white buttons holding down four large patch pockets clung to
John’s arm throughout both ceremonies, dabbing at her eyes with a lace handkerchief on hire from
her glory box.
Daphne’s tightly held jaws relaxed a little when Lance laid a light hand at the back of her waist,
holding a cup of tea in the other.
“You were a good wife. He had a good life with you, I’m sure of that.” Lance was pleased Allan
was within earshot to benefit from this example of etiquette suitable in cases of bereavement.
After a suitable pause, and at a signal from Kathleen, the toe of her shoes prodding his ankle,
Allan asked Lance if it would be alright to go across to the park for a while. Kathleen put on a wan
experience as if her grief was impossible to bear in the crowded room.
Daphne put a handkerchief to a wildly working mouth.
“He went there every Saturday to watch the cricket. Never missed.”
“He never said much. But he thought a lot.” Mrs Cousins said.
The quaver at the end of the sentence was swallowed in the click of china, as Mrs Cousins, mixing
sentiment with the practical, swept a half row of sandwiches from one plate to fill another.
Lance told Daphne he would take Amy to Petersham then “slip” across to Newtown to attend to
something at Lincolns. Would she tell Allan when he returned that he would call for him on the way
back to Randwick? Daphne, watching Amy’s back and her raised arms as she put on her little navy
straw hat with the binding of pale gold on the brim, did not notice that Lance made no reference to
Kathleen, who, he suddenly decided, could find her way to Petersham by any method she chose.
In her bedroom, Amy began to unbutton her yellow dress which reached high to her throat and
had a little stand-up collar piped in yellow and white stripes. Lance took her hands away and finished
the job, and she noticed how deft his fingers were, hardly fumbling at all.
She put her head right over his shoulder for she was nearly as tall as he, and her lips were pressed
into his warm back, which was rippling gently with the unbuttoning.
“I’m tired of waiting,” was all she said.
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“A	
  Dog	
  that	
  Squeaked”	
  
(From The Home Girls, St Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 1982, pp. 76-83,
comprising 2383 words within 271 clauses)
The girl Tad who was nine came into the kitchen and saw her mother ironing.
The sight made her drop her schoolcase with a thud and think of running back and telling her
brother Paddy.
He was rolling in a patch of dirt beside the veranda with the dog, a mongrel with a creamy grey
coat patched with tan and eyes that apologized for his lowly state.
“Look at the mongrel!” the father had said more than once.
“A rump like a wallaby and the front paws like a blasted bandicoot!”
The dog rolled eyes desperate with shame, begging the father not to put him out of the kitchen if it
was where Paddy and Tad were.
Paddy and Tad (shortened form Tadpole the nickname she got when she was born with a large
head and body that whittled away to tendrils with feet on the end) wanted to get between the father
and the dog to save it further hurt.
Foolishly the dog would make a squeak of protest which angered the father more.
“Get him out!” the father would say with a swing of his boot sending the dog up the steps – for the
kitchen was on a lower level to the rest of the house – yelping and slinking for the patch beside the
verandah where it is usually lay in wait for the children.
Paddy was now having a glorious reunion with it, his shirt open and dust all over his pants. They
snuffed and snorted and murmured and squeaked and it was hard to tell which noise came from the
dog and which from the boy.
Tad went to the table and put her chin on the edge squeezing her eyes shut waiting for her
mother’s kiss.
There was the smell of heat and scorch and beeswax in the air.
Tad opened her eyes after a while and the mother was spreading an old work shirt of the father’s
on the ironing sheet.
Her face was shut like a window and her mouth not a kissing mouth.
But her hair was pretty with little gold springs near her ears and temples.
Tad ran a hand down a waterfall of tapes on a stack of ironed pillowslips.
“Don’t rumple them up!” the mother said sharply.
Tad saw one of her play dresses looking only partly familiar with the sash ironed flat and the
faded parts showing more than before. She went out to Paddy and the dog but only got to the door
because the mother made a noise and Tad turned and saw her face with the eyes large and round and
very blue.
“I’ll do this dammed ironing if it’s the last thing I ever do!” she said.
Tad trailed back and sat on a chair.
“Where’s Dad?” she said.
The mother snorted, picked up the father’s shirt and flung it back into the old basket Paddy and
Tad slept in as babies, now piled high all the time with wrinkled clothes. Tad noticed all the things in
view in the basket seemed to be the father’s.
The mother picked through the clothes and seemed to get angrier finding nothing but big shirts
and rough old trousers.
“I’m not ironing another thing!” she said, and seizing the poker she slapped the irons on the stove
sending them skidding to the back.
She sat down and drew a hand down her cheek leaving a black mark. She looked like a little girl
who had played in the dirt at least no older than Mimi Anderson the big girl at school who sat by
herself in the back seat. Often the teacher sat with her helping her with the hard work she did. No one
was allowed to turn around and look.
Tad waited for the mother to say more.
“Your father made me do the ironing,” she said.
This sounded strange to Tad.
“He rode over to McViety’s this morning and had lemonade in their wash house!”
Tad felt her throat contract with a longing for lemonade. She and the mother looked at the stove
where the kettle was sending out whispery grey breaths.
“There’s no tea started,” the mother said.
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“I can’t even think what we’ll have!”
“Stew with a crust?” Tad said, and knew at once it was a foolish suggestion.
On stew day the mother pushed the breakfast dishes and threw the end of the tablecloth over them.
She placed a large piece of quivering crimson meat on the bare table and cut it into little squared
piling them on an old tin plate. If it wasn’t a school day Tad leaned over and watched, and unable to
handle a sharp knife and squeamish at the feel of raw meat secretly worried about the time she would
be married and want to feed her family stew and mightn’t be able to.
The ironing was all over one end of the table now and a dish full of washing up at the other end so
today was certainly not stew day.
The mother reached over for a clean handkerchief on the pile and blew her nose.
“Henry McViety built Dolly a shelf in the wash house and Henry showed it to your father.” The
mother tossed her head.
“Dolly came along with a tray of cake and lemonade.”
Tad wondered what kind of cake.
“I was here putting in a new row of beans,” the mother said with a big tremble in her voice. “And
then I had to nail two palings on the fence to stop the fowls from scratching the seeds out.”
Tad wished for a big glass of lemonade for the mother when she was done.
“The stove was out and I had to build up the fire again.”
There was the crunch of a big foot near the door and the father ducked inside because the door
frame at the end of the kitchen wasn’t high enough for him.
“The tadpole girl!” the father said. “Home from school!” he sounded more heavily than seemed
necessary.
Tad didn’t think she should kiss him since the mother hadn’t kissed her. The father kept his eyes
on tad perhaps to avoid seeing the mother who laid a cheek on her hand with the handkerchief
prominent.
“Mum did the ironing,” Tad said. She looked at the basket. “Nearly all the ironing.”
The father looked away quickly seeming to search for the dish on an iron frame in the corner
under the tap, something he had arranged himself, setting up a small tank on a stand outside and
bringing the tap inside by means of a hole cut in the kitchen wall. The children never tired of the story
of how he did it as a surprise for the mother when she came home from hospital with Paddy as baby.
He washed now with much sluicing and dried his hands the way he always did dragging the towel
down each finger separately.
Tad wanted his cup of tea steaming on the table with a wedge of cake beside it, and couldn’t look
at the place where it should be.
Paddy came in and Tad knew by the scratching on the verandah boards the dog was coming too.
Paddy halted aware of the error and the dog compromising went and curled up under the safe
where there was just enough room for him.
The father hung the towel up and sat down looking at the floor.
“Cowtime!” he said “Tadpole and Paddymelon!”
The dog made a squeaking noise as if he wanted to be included. Paddy sitting on the step frowned
a warning.
The father looked at the whispering kettle. Tad felt a corresponding dryness in her throat.
“Cowtime!” he said again, slapping both hands on his thighs. The dog raised his head and gave a
yelp.
The mother blew her nose again. “Help me put the ironing away, Patrick and Freda,” she said. The
children felt a chill at the unfamiliar sound of their real names. The dog uttered a low growl reserved
for strangers.
The father looked about him. “I might have a drink of water, eh Tadpole?”
“I’ll get it for you, Dad,” Tad said.
“You were told to put the ironing away,” the mother said standing up and putting her handkerchief
into the neck of her dress as if she wanted it close at hand. “But of course we haven’t got a lovely tidy
linen press like Dolly McViety.” She sniffed deeply and began to sort the ironing. “We haven’t got a
linen press at all”
“We’ve got the sheet drawer,” Tad said.
This was the middle drawer of the old cedar chest of drawers reserved for the household linen but
almost always empty because the sheets were brought in from the clothes line and put on the beds and
tea towels and face towels plucked from the basket when they were needed.
“The knobs need fixing,” Paddy said.
The father burst into a laugh which sounded strange in the kitchen.
The mother burst into tears.
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The dog jumped up and squeaking and snuffing circled the floor as if it were a circus ring.
Paddy and Tad were torn between concern for the mother’s tears and the dog who almost brushed
the father’s boots with its low slung belly.
“There’s no beds made, no tea on -” the mother wept.
“Mum doesn’t know what we’ll have,” Tad said with tears in her eyes.
Paddy took an old bald tennis ball from his schoolbag and began to bounce it between his feet.
The dog barked with every bounce so Paddy stopped and gripped the ball tightly between his hands.
Outside Strawberry leading the other cows home gave a low bellow.
The father winced as if he too had a full udder.
The mother sat on her chair again and wiped her cheek with her fingers spreading the black mark
farther out.
Tad couldn’t summon the courage to tell her, although the mother told her over and over to say if
there was a black mark on her face from the poker or pots and pans encrusted with soot and grease.
“You never know who might come,” she would say meaning Dolly McViety or her brother Henry, the
nearest neighbours and just about the only person to call without warning.
“We don’t want to be finishing up in the dark, do we Paddy and Tad?” the father said.
The dog gave a low growl, appreciating the seriousness of this event.
The mother stood up, sniffed and tossed her head. “I have to clean up the wash house,” she said. “I
have to make it so neat you could do the washing in the middle of the night without a light. Or serve
cake and lemonade there like Dolly McViety does.”
The father said nothing.
“Lucky Dolly McViety,” the mother said “How long since we’ve had money to spare for a bottle
of lemonade?”
Tad and Paddy had a vision of a marble wobbling at the top of a bottle of greenish-white
lemonade sweating a little with cold. Saliva came into their mouths.
“Dolly made the lemonade form their lemons,” the father said.
In a small silence the mother took an iron from the stove and an old piece of curtain form the
basket.
“Our lemon tree never got a go on,” Paddy said.
The mother swept the iron across the curtain making more tears in it.
She laid it folded on the bank of ironing.
“I’m supposed to make the lemon tree grow I suppose, on top of everything I have to do.”
“Why didn’t you marry Dolly McViety?” she said.
“Why didn’t you marry Henry?” the father said.
Tad got up and went and sat close to her brother on the step. The dog with a squeak and a
stretching of his jaws got up too and lay across their feet.
The mother took a fresh iron and held it near her cheek already hot and scarlet.
She began to iron the ironing sheet. Her eyes were cast down and the black showed up more. I
would say something, Tad worried, although the McVietys would hardly come at milking time.
“Dolly would be sitting in her front room now with her sewing,” the mother said. “She never has
to go to the yard.”
The father looked at the wall outside of which the dairy was waiting.
“Henry would be there now with a big slab of Dolly’s caraway cake under his belt,” the father
said.
“I can’t imagine anyone eating my cake after Dolly’s,” the mother said.
“Henry would,” the father said. “He wouldn’t notice whether it was seeds or flies’ legs he was
eating.”
The children moved closer together. They had a vision of Dolly and Henry as their mother and
father. They saw themselves wondering through the scrupulous order of the McViety house. The dog
as if bidding them goodbye forever laid his jaws on his paws with a low mournful cry.
“Henry said regards to your Mollie when I was leaving,” the father said.
The mother might not have heard. She took an armful of ironing and walked to the other part of
the house with it.
The father stared at the doorway over the children’s heads. Bellows from other cows added to
Strawberry’s painful plea. The father winced.
“Those cows’ll bust,” he said.
He looked at Paddy and Tad, “All I said was Dolly was a wonderful housekeeper,” he said.
The dog growled in fearful amazement that one could be so foolish.
The mother returned. She had wiped her face clean of the black smudge and it was all pink and
gold and white. You could see the mark of comb through her forehead full of wheat-coloured curls.
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She went to the stove. There was a click as she lifted the metal lid of the teapot, and the sound of a
stream of puffing water.
She tossed her head while she tossed away the pot holder.
“Henry McViety can keep his old regards,” she said.
The father stood up. He closed one crinkling brown eye on Paddy and Tad.
Then he saw the dog.
His smile vanished.
“Get that mongrel out!” he cried.
“How did it get in? A rump like a wallaby and legs like a blasted bandicoot! Get him out!”
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“The	
  Teacher’s	
  Wife”	
  	
  
(From A Long Time Dying, St Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 1985, pp. 7682, comprising 2022 words within 221 clauses)
After the Russells were transferred to another town, the Carrolls came.
They were very different. There were six children and Marie Carroll was a small, dark, busy
woman who did not bother with Emily’s garden, gave sketchy attention to household chores and got
herself out of the house as often as she could.
She played tennis, darting about the court in a dress shorter than those the other women wore, and
was not content to dress herself and the children for show and sports days, but worked instead as an
organizer, although, being a woman, her ideas were not always welcome.
No woman had ever been on the Cobargo Agricultural and Horticultural Committee, and Marie
Carroll gave a serious thought to be the first.
“Why not, Percy?” she asked her husband in the school house kitchen one midday Saturday when
the Cobargo Chronicle had a notice calling for nominations for the forthcoming annual meeting.
“You could nominate me, now why not?”
She tied a bib, too late, on the baby in its high chair, who had already filled the space between its
neck and collar with potato and gravy. The sink, no longer in the state in which Emily had kept it, was
loaded with dirty plates and cups, and Marie, in her tennis gear for a match on the town courts, was
washing and leaving to drain some of the china and leaving the saucepans to soak.
The water left the sink with a gurgling sound of relief, as if it too were anxious to be away.
Marie caught up her racquet, propped by the dresser since her last game, and tried the tautness of
the strings with a bunched fist. Then she touched the baby on the forehead among its silky curls with
the handle and told it to be good for its father. On her way out the front gate she passed three of the
other children making mud pies in a flower bed of Emily’s that once grew prize pansies.
She hoped the three-year-old would not stand up and wail and rub mud into his eyes, but he did.
She hurried through the gate calling, “Mumma won’t be long!” and to get the cry out of her ears as
quickly as possible ran fast towards the town, leaping over the ridges of roots spread by the bank of
pine trees, the tops worn smooth by the feet of school children.
All through the match – smacking balls harder than usual, causing the Cobargo supporters to say
Marie’s belting into them today and no mistake and marvel at the six children coming from such a
quicksilver of a body, moving too fast, it seemed, to have a seed germinate there (and Percy such a
slow, dreamy poet of a man), Marie thought about the show committee.
Jim Clancy’s father, Harold, was the chairman (and had been for twenty years) and as Marie as
Jim’s mixed doubles partner, she had good reason to sit with him while the men’s singles was on,
and, to all appearances, exchange strategies. In fact Marie talked about the way the show was run.
“Why have the grand parade last thing of all?” asked Marie, beating her racquet on the upturned
toes of her tennis shoes and sending dried power flying about, for she tended to cake it in her hurry.
Jim, who was twenty-two, and the eldest of the three Clancy boys and educated at agricultural
college, smiled on the shoes, thinking a little irrelevantly (since the subject was on the show) of his
own efforts at college at cleaning his shoes (now his mother did it for him).
“Don’t you think it would be better to have it much earlier so that the farmers don’t have to rush
away to milk straight after?”
“Aw,” said Jim, for in spite of his higher education he had a slow, country way of speaking. “Most
of the prize winners have sharefarmers.”
“But the sharefarmers like to see the parade!” Marie said. “They would be just as pleased, even if
they don’t own the stuff!”
“Own the stuff,” said Jim, mocking and smiling.
“And why not?” Jim, still smiling, was mocking again. “You always say that.” He looked away,
then down, his straight brown hair falling between his eyebrows. “I like it.”
He saw with half an eye a peak of Marie’s bobbed hair pushing gently at a dimple.
“I’d like to get on the show committee and change a few things” Marie said. I said that out loud,
she thought. Some pink was running into her cheeks, she knew. Oh dear me, whatever will he think?
She saw him looking at nothing again.
“I can imagine what your father would say!” Marie said.
“I’m trying to,” said Jim.
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***
“I told Jim about going on the show committee, “Marie said when she was at home in the school
house kitchen after tennis, and Percy and all the children were there too, eager for a meal.
Percy had let the stove fire die down, and Marie, with a flushed face, was reviving it.
She had stepped over a boot box of tomatoes on the back step as she came in, left there during her
absence by a school parent, and almost at once she flung a large black frying pan over the coals.
She would fry the tomatoes and have them with eggs and bread. She had meant to buy a bag of
cakes from the bakery on her way home. She couldn’t remember passing it, and wondered that the
smells had not reminded her.
I’m getting strange, she thought with a little smile that puzzled Percy, who was on a kitchen chair
nursing Tommy (the three-year-old) and the baby.
“Pack up all my cares and woe, here I go singing low, bye, bye black bird,” sang Percy,
performing the quite amazing feat of jiggling Tommy on one knee and swaying the baby on the other.
Marie poured a column of tomato breathing scarlet fire into a bowl plucked from the draining board
by the sink. She set it on the middle of the table and Percy and all the children were there in an
instant, the baby in the high chair, the other three younger ones on a stool, and Martin and Lorna,
aged ten and eight, with a status of their years, on chairs and inclined to look with scorn on the
occupiers of the stool.
Marie didn’t want to take her end; she would have liked to have slipped into her bedroom where
there was a mirror to look at her face. She expected to see it different, prettier. She looked down on
her tomatoes, such a big serve, she would never get through it and away.
“What would you young ones think of Mumma a show woman?” Percy said.
The round eyes of the children and their mouths, which were open and ringed with tomato, asked
questions.
Did this mean a woman in tight clothes walking a tight-rope as they had seen one in a circus that
came last year to Cobargo?
She would not be their mother! Lorna began to cry.
“Stop it, you sook!” Martin said, beginning to dream of living in the caravans and not having to go
to school.
“She wouldn’t leave us,” Percy said. “She would just go to the meetings after tea time some
nights.”
“Don’t cry, my lovely biggest girl,” Marie said, wanting to cry herself.
“I see no reason, Percy,” Marie said the following week when Percy was in one day for lunch,
“why I shouldn’t go to Clancy’s myself and talk to Harold about getting on the committee.”
Percy couldn’t see any reason why not himself. He stood a little in awe Harold Clancy, who had
nothing to do with the school since his sons were not educated there but went to boarding school, then
to “ag” college, as Cobargo called it. Harold was able to set them up with farms, if and when they
married, although it would mean moving sharefarmers away. The children of the sharefarmers were
among Percy’s pupils, and this caused Percy to relegate himself to a status below the Clancys,
although he thought himself foolish to have this attitude. But he did not want to approach Harold
about Marie joining the show committee. He would feel like a servant begging a favour. She could go
herself and she him. She seemed not be afraid of anyone, a quality Percy secretly envied.
When school was out the following day, Marie backed their old Ford onto the road and sent it
wobbling along, children scattering out of the way, looking through the dust to see who was in the
car. Marie saw their faces in the rear vision mirror, memorizing tales for their mothers at home. Mrs
Carroll with an empty car going somewhere without any of the children, Mr Carroll minding them
when he would have schoolwork to do, marking books and getting blackboards ready for the next
day, not like Mr Russell who might have a croupy daughter, but spent more time at his job, and didn’t
do women’s work like carrying the baby about while she was off somewhere and other Cobargo
women were beating tough steak with a mallet to make a tasty braise for tea. Not the housekeeper
Emily Russell was by a long chalk.
Marie Carroll only got to the start of the Clancy property. For Jim was rounding up a steer that
had wedged itself into a corner, a wild-eyed thing with a coat like dark blood splashed with white,
stubbornly pawing at the stout Clancy fence in preference to swinging around and going the way Jim
wanted.
The car’s stopping agitated it further, and it plunged its chest onto the top rail, putting its front
legs over and hanging there, scaping its chest and belly on the lower rail, sliding its necks on the
splintery wood, foam around its black lips.
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“Woa there!” Jim cried, standing in the saddle and cracking his whip in magnificent fashion, then
when the steer remained clinging to the fence, sent his horse flying into the corner, brushing the rail
with its chestnut body, and worrying Marie that Jim’s legs in its beautiful high riding boot might
suffer some injury.
“Mumma is not bothering about the show after all,” Percy said later that afternoon, with Marie
dodging among the children as she set the table for tea, and the saucepans of vegetables pressed
together on the stove to get what heat was available from Percy’s poor fire.
Tea was going to be late, and this fact was reflected on the mourning face of the children, only the
baby given a crust, eating it sleepily against Percy’s chest, smearing his shirt with the soaked and
swollen end.
“Mumma saw this big, red steer,” Marie said, putting out the children’s mugs and two cups for
herself and Percy.
Martin and Lorna and Jean, who was next to them in age, gave their attention to the loaf of bread
on the board with a knife beside it, hoping for an early slicing.
“This steer was so wild!” said Marie, throwing out her arms and making her eyes wild too. The
baby was roused from her half sleeping state, and flung out a hand holding the crust, that was worn to
sloppy stump and appeared to grow from her fingers.
The five years old, Isabel, half sitting on the stool, half believing this might hasten the meal,
turned her mouth downwards with cranky eyes.
“Oh, come now, don’t have the miseries!” Marie cried.
“Look! I’ll be that wild red steer!”
She turned the four kitchen chairs about to form a line, and flung herself over their backs,
breathing loud, snorting, blowing out wind from her puffed up cheeks, kicking and sliding her feet on
the linoleum and beating them on the rungs of the chairs.
Marie had also formed the dramatic society in Cobargo, and acted in most of the plays. There
were many who said she should be at home caring for her husband and children like a normal wife.
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APPENDIX B - SAMPLE TEXT ANALYSIS: “THE SNAKE AND BAD TOM”
- division of selected texts into clause complexes and clauses
- box diagram analyses for transitivity patterns
Mat = Material process
Ment = Mental process
Beh= Behavioural process
Rel= Relational process (Attr = Attributive; Ident = Identifying)
Circ: Circumstance

Clause division of the selected texts
BT1 Mother and the five children were around the table for midday dinner one Saturday in the spring
of 1930.
BT2a Mother had passed out the plates of potato and pumpkin and corned beef except Father’s,
BT2b and the children <<BT2c>>… kept looking at the kitchen door.
BT2c <<^who ^were anxious to start>>
BT3a “Now everyone behave when Father comes,”
BT3b Mother said,
BT3d her dull blue eyes skimming over them all
BT3e without ^ her ^eyes resting on anyone, even Tom.
BT4 But the children’s eyes, from twelve year old Fred to Rosie the baby swung towards Tom next in
age to Fred.
BT5a Tom lifted a shoulder
BT5b and ^Tom rubbed it around his ear.
BT6a “Tom’s doing it, Mother,”
BT6b said Letty.
BT7a Mother was about to tell Tom not to,
BT7b because the habit irritated Father,
BT7c and Lord knows [[what it might lead to]]
BT7d when the door opened
BT7e and Father was there.
BT8a “There you are, Lou,”
BT8b said Mother
BT8c bustling to the old black stove
BT8d and taking his dinner from the top of a saucepan
BT8e she set it in his place.
BT9a Father hooked his old tweed cap on the back of his chair
BT9b and ^he fixed his eyes on Rosie
BT9c who was in her highchair with head tipped back and her blue eyes glittering with the brilliance
of her smile for him [[that showed every one of her pearly teeth]].
BT10a “That cheeky one will get a hiding
BT10b before the day is out,”
BT10c said Father
BT10d sitting down
BT11a Fred, Letty and Grace laughed
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BT11b because it was nice to laugh
BT11c when Father joked
BT11d and the idea of Father’s favourite, beautiful innocent four year old Rosie [[being belted with
the leather strap]] was quite laughable.
BT12a Mother sent a small smile Father’s way
BT12b thanking him for his good humour.
BT13a Tom was opposite Father
BT13b and Father fixed his brown eyes [[suddenly gone hard on him]],
BT13c because, Tom, <<BT13d, BT13e>>, hadn’t laughed.
BT13d lifting a shoulder again
BT13e and rubbing it around his ear
***
BT37a “Eat up, everyone,”
BT37b said Mother
BT37c hoping to pull Father’s eyes away from Tom.
BT38a “Everyone is eating up except Tom,”
BT38b Grace said
BT38c looking at Father for approval.
BT39 Father held Tom’s mesmerized eyes.
BT40 “Up straight in your chair!”
BT41a Tom took up his knife and fork
BT41b and ^Tom glanced down at the wooden bench [[^which he shared with Fred and Grace.]]
BT42a “It’s not a chair,”
BT42b he said
BT42c “It’s a stool.”
BT43 Even to his own ears the words sounded not his own.
BT44a They were his thoughts
BT44b and they had rushed from him like air from a blown balloon [[pricked with a pin]].
BT45a Perhaps he only thought
BT45b he said them.
BT46a He looked around the table
BT46b and ^he saw
BT46c by the shocked faces that he had [ ].
BT47a Then he saw Father,
BT47b who=father was long and lean and sinewy, grow longer
BT47c as he reared up above the table.
BT48 Tom scarcely ever thought of more than one thing at once.
BT49a Now he only thought
BT49b how much Father reminded him of a brown snake.
BT50a Father dropped his knife with a terrible clatter
BT50b and ^father seized Tom by his old cambric shirt.
BT51 There was the noise of tearing.

308

BT52a “Oh, Lou!”
BT52b Mother cried with a little moan.
BT53 “Don’t Lou [ ]!”
BT54a “Don’t Lou [ ]!”
BT54b said Father
BT54c mocking her.
BT55a “Won’t Lou [ ]!
BT55b I’ll kill him!”
BT56a Father had risen from his chair
BT56b and it=chair fell backwards onto the floor.
BT57a “I’ll pick up Father’s chair,”
BT57b said Letty
BT57c looking at everyone
BT57d and anticipating their envy
BT57e because she thought of it first.
BT58a “I’ll get the strap,”
BT58b said Grace
BT58c feeling
BT58d she had gone one better.
***
BT77a “Finish up your dinner first Lou,
BT77b while it’s hot”
BT77c Mother urged.
BT78 Father began to lower himself slowly towards his chair.
BT79a He’s going back into his hole,
BT79b Tom thought
BT79c and his mouth twitched again.
BT80a Eyes were on Tom
BT80b so no one could shriek a warning
BT80c when father lowered himself past his chair
BT80d and ^father hit the floor with a thud.
BT81a “Oh, Lou!”
BT81b Mother cried out.
BT82 “Lou, are you hurt?”
BT83a “Poor Father!”
BT83b cried Letty,
BT83c anxious to shift any blame from herself.
BT84 “It’s all Tom’s faults!”
BT85a Mother helped Father up,
BT85b pressing him into his chair
BT85c deliberately cutting off his vision of Tom.
BT86a If Mother’s back could have spoken
BT86b it would have said Run Tom, run.
BT87 Go for your life.
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BT88a If he hits you now
BT88b he might kill you.
BT89 Run, run.
BT90 Please run.
BT100a “Finish up your diner first Lou,”
BT100b Mother said.
BT101 Father said with the strap across his lap.
BT102a Suddenly Rosie cried out ,
BT102b “Don’t hit Tom!”
BT103 Oh my goodness, said the breaths [[jerking from Mother, Grace, Letty and Red.]]
BT104 Father would hear this time!
***
BT105 Father did.
BT106a His head snapped back
BT106b as he reared up.
BT107a He swung the strap around the table like a stockwhip,
BT107b flicking Rosie’s cheek
BT107c and missing Fred
BT107d who=Fred was skilful at ducking.
BT108 The strap wrapped itself with stinging force around Tom’s neck.
BT109a Without a sound he leaped from the stool,
BT109b ^he sailed across the corner of the table and out through the kitchen door
BT109c leaving it swinging behind him.
BT110a Even before Rosie started to scream
BT110b they heard the rustling of the corn
BT110c as Tom fled through it.
BT111a “Oooh, aah,”
BT111b cried Letty
BT111c and Grace scuttling back to their places on either side of the shrieking Rosie.
BT112 Rosie had flung her head over the back of her chair.
BT113a Her eyes were screwed tight
BT113b and tears ran down her face over three cornered white mark [[rapidly cutting into the pink of
her cheek.]]
BT114a “Fred should go after Tom, shouldn't he Father?"
BT114b Letty shouted above the noise.
BT115a "Father only meant to hit Tom, didn’t you Father?”
BT115 b shouted Grace.
BT116 Father took up his knife and fork again.
BT117 This uncaring gesture caused Rosie [[to shriek louder.]]
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BT118 Father cut savagely into his meat.
BT119a Rosie leaned towards Grace for comfort
BT119b but Grace[[BT119c]] jerked away from her.
BT119c [[^who ^were frightened at Father’s profile
BT120The pitch of Rosie’s scream increased.
BT121a Mother got up
BT121b and ^mother filled the teapot at the stove.
BT122a “Your tea’s coming Lou,”
BT122b she shouted.
BT123 The cruelly unloved Rosie stretched both arms across the tray of her highchair.
BT124a Father dropped his knife and fork,
BT124b ^father seized the strap
BT124c and ^ father slapped it hard across her arms.
BT125a She bellowed now like a young calf
BT125b and ^she flung the wounded arms towards Fred.
BT126a But Fred pulled himself a way from her
BT126b and ^Fred made chewing motions
BT126c without (Fred) swallowing,
BT126d (Fred) keeping his eyes on his plate.
BT127a “Take her outside,”
BT127b said Mother to Letty and Grace.
BT128a Grace lifted a stiffened Rosie from her chair
BT128b and ^Grace bore her out
BT128c with Letty trotting alongside.

BT129a Rosie’s arms now marked identically to her cheek,
BT129b ^Rosie’s arms stretched piteously over Grace’s shoulder towards Mother.
BT130a “Go after that animal,”
BT130b said Father to Fred.
BT131a “And bring him back
BT131b for me to belt the daylights out of him.”
BT132a “Yes, Father,”
BT132b said Fred
BT132c and ^Fred left the table.
BT133a He began to run
BT133b before he reached the kitchen door.
BT134 Father’s eyes bored into Mother’s plate with so little of her food eaten.
BT135 She began at once sawing into her meat.
BT136a “I baked a batch of brownies this morning, Lou,”
BT136b she said.
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BT137a “I’ll get you one
BT137b while they’re all away.”
BT138 But Letty and Grace were in the doorway, Rosie in Grace’s arms
BT139a Rosie’s hair was damp with sweat,
BT139b her face (was) scarlet.
BT140a Hiccupping
BT140b she looked pathetically towards Father.
BT141 Grace set her down on the floor.
BT142a “Rosie had something [[to tell Father,]]”
BT142b Grace said
BT143a “Go on Rosie,”
BT143b Letty said,
BT143c giving her a little push.
BT144a Rosie stuck half a hand in her mouth
BT144b and ^Rosie stared at the floor.
BT145a After a moment she removed the hand
BT145b and ^she cried out
BT145c ‘I hate Tom!’
BT146a Father stopped chewing
BT146b and ^father snapped his head back
BT146c staring ahead.
BT147a Then without turning his face
BT147b he put an arm out in Rosie’s direction.
BT148a She raced for him,
BT148b climbing onto his knee
BT148c and laying her head against his flannel
BT148d she began to sob again.
BT149a “See! Father loves you, Rosie,”
BT149b Grace cried.
BT150a “Stop crying now Rosie!”
BT150b said Letty.
BT151 Mother fixed her dull eyes on Grace and Letty.
BT152a “You two finish your dinner,”
BT152b she said.
BT153a “What about Fred’s dinner?”
BT153b Letty asked,
BT153c sitting down.
BT154a “Pass it up
BT154b and I’ll put it on the saucepan,”
BT154c Mother said.
BT155a “We’ll put Tom’s in the pig bucket,”
BT155b Grace said importantly.
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BT156a “Tom might get bitten by a snake
BT156b if he’s hiding in the corn,”
BT156c said Letty.
BT157 Rosie lifted her face from Father’s chest.
BT158a “Yes, a big black snake might bite bad Tom,”
BT158b she said.
BT159 Mother reached for Fred’s dinner.
BT160 She saw Father in a sideways glance.
BT161a He stretched
BT161b and ^he snapped his head back at the sound of Tom’s name.
BT162a His swallow moved his red throat
BT162b (throat) running down inside his flannel
BT162c and turning brown at his chest.
BT163a His jaws snapped shut
BT163b and his hard brown eyes darted at Tom’s place.
BT164 He made a hissing noise under his tongue.
BT165 Mother had a vision of Tom [[flying through the green corn.]]
BT166 She blinked the dullness from her eyes.
BT167 One corner of her mouth twitched.
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meant to hit
Material

Tom,
Goal

didn't you, Father?”

Grace.
Sayer

BT116

Father
Actor

took up
Material

BT117

This uncaring gesture
Initiator

BT118

Father
Actor

BT119a

Rosie
Actor

BT119b

but

BT119c

(Grace)
Carrier

BT120

The pitch of Rosie’s scream
Actor

BT121a

Mother
Actor

BT121b

and

BT122a

“Your tea
Actor

BT122b

she
Sayer

BT123

The cruelly unloved Rosie
Actor

BT124a

Father
Actor

BT124b

^father
Actor

cut
Material

his knife and fork
Goal
caused

Rosie
Actor

savagely
Cir: manner

leaned
Material

again.
Cir: extent
to shriek
Material

louder
Cir:manner

into his meat.
Cir:loc spatial

towards Grace for comfort
Cir: loc: spatial

Grace <<BT119c>>
Actor

jerked away
Material

(being)
Rel:attr

from her.
Cir: loc: spatial

frightened
Attribute

at Father's profile
Cir: Matter

increased.
Material

got up
Material
^mother
Actor

filled
Material

‘s coming
Material

the teapot
Goal

at the stove.
Cir:loc spatial

Lou,”

shouted.
Verbal

dropped
Material
seized
Material

stretched
Material

both arms
Goal

his knife and fork,
Goal
the strap
Goal
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across the tray of her highchair.
Cir: loc: spatial

BT124c

and

^father
Actor

slapped
Material

BT125a

She
Actor

BT125b

and

BT126a

But

BT126b

and

^Fred
Actor

made
Material

BT126c

without

(Fred)
Actor

swallowing
Material

BT126d

(Fred)
Actor

BT127a

“Take
Material

BT127b

said
Verbal

BT128a

Grace
Actor

BT128b

and

^Grace
Actor

bore
Material

her
Goal

BT128c

with

Letty
Actor

trotting
Material

alongside
Cir:loc:spatial

BT129a

Rosie’s arms
Career

now

marked
Relational:Attr

BT129b

^Rosie’s ^arms

stretched

piteously

Actor

Material

Cir: Manner

bellowed
Material
^she
Actor

it
Goal

hard
Cir: manner

now
Cir:loc:temporal

flung
Material

Fred
Actor

himself
Goal

lifted
Material

BT130b

said
Verbal

BT131a

“And

BT131b

for

BT1312a

“Yes, Father,”
Minor clause

his eyes
Goal

on his plate.
Cir:loc:spatial

to Letty and Grace.
Receiver

a stiffened Rosie
Goal

from her chair
Cir:loc:spatial
out
Cir:loc:spatial

identically to her cheek
Circ:manner comp
over
Grace’s
shoulder
Cir:loc:spatial

that animal,”
Goal
Father
Sayer

bring
Material
me
Actor

away from her
Cir: manner

outside
Cir:loc spatial
Mother
Sayer

“Go after
Material

towards Fred.
Cir: loc: spatial

chewing motions
Goal

keeping
Material

BT130a

like a young calf
Cir: manner

the wounded arms
Goal

pulled
Material

her
Goal

across her arms.
Cir: loc: spatial

to belt
Material

to Fred.
Receiver
him
Goal

back
Cir:loc:spatial

the living daylights
Goal
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out of him
Cir:loc:spatial

towards Mother.
Cir:loc:spatial

BT132b

said
Verbal

Fred
Sayer

BT132c

and

BT133a

He
Actor

BT133b

before
Cir:loc:temporal

BT134

Father’s eyes

bored

Actor

Material

BT135

She
Actor

began ... sawing
Material

BT136a

“I
Actor

BT136b

she
Verbal

BT137a

“I’ll
Actor

get
Material

BT137b

while

they
Carrier

BT138

But

BT139a

Rosie’s hair
Carrier

was
Relational: Attr

BT139b

her face
Carrier

(was)
Relational: Attr

BT140a

(Rosie)
Behaver

BT140b

she
Behaver

BT141

Grace
Actor

BT142a

“Rosie
Carrier

BT142b

Grace
Sayer

BT143a

“Go on
Material

^Fred
Actor

left
Material

the table.
Cir:loc:spatial

began to run
Material
he
Actor

baked
Material

reached
Material

the kitchen door.
Range/Circ

into Mother’s plate [[with so little of her food
eaten]].
Cir:loc:spatial
at once
Cir:manner

into her meat.
Goal

a batch of brownies
Scope:entity

this morning,
Cir:loc:temporal

Lou,”

said.
Sayer
you
Beneficiary

one
Goal

‘re
Relational: Attr

Letty and Grace
Carrier

were
Relational:
Attr

all away.”
Attribute
in the doorway,
Attribute/Circ

Rosie in Grace’s arms
Circ:Manner

damp with sweat,
Attribute
scarlet
Attribute

Hiccupping
Behavioural
looked
Behavioural

pathetically
Cir: Manner

set ... down
Material
had
Rel: Attr

her
Goal

towards Father.
Cir:loc:spatial
on the floor.
Cir:loc:spatial

something [[to tell Father,]]”
Attribute

said
Verbal
Rosie,”
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BT143b

Letty
Sayer

said,
Verbal

BT143c

giving
Material

BT144a

Rosie
Actor

BT144b

and

BT145a

After a moment
Cir:loc:temporal

BT145b

and

BT145c

‘I
Senser

BT146a

Father
Actor

BT146b

and

BT146c

(Father)
Behaver

BT147a

Then

without

BT147b

he
Actor

put
Material

BT148a

She
Actor

BT148b

(Rosie)
Actor

BT148c

and

BT148d

she
Actor

began to sob
Material

BT1479a

“See!

Father
Senser

BT149b

Grace
Sayer

BT150a

“Stop crying
Behavioural

her
Beneficiary
stuck
Material

a little push.
Goal

half a hand
Goal

^Rosie
Behaver

in her mouth
Cir:loc: spatial

stared
Behavioural
she
Actor

at the floor.
Cir:loc: spatial

removed
Material

^she
Sayer

the hand
Goal

cried out
Verbal

hate
Mental

Tom!’
Phenomenon

stopped chewing
Material
^Father
Actor

snapped ...back
Material

staring
Behavioural

ahead.
Cir:loc: spatial

(Father)
Actor
an arm
Range

raced
Material

turning
Material

out
Cir:loc: spatial

in Rosie’s direction.
Cir:loc: spatial

onto his knee
Cir:loc: spatial

laying
Material

her head
Goal

against his flannel
Cir:loc: spatial

again.
Cir: Extent
loves
Mental

you,
Phenomenon

cried.
Verbal
now

his face
Range

for him,
Cir:loc: spatial

climbing
Material
(Rosie)
Actor

his head
Range

Rosie!”
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Rosie,”

BT150b

said
Verbal

BT151

Mother
Actor

BT152a

“You two
Actor

BT152b

she
Sayer

BT153a

“What about Fred’s dinner?”
Minor clause

BT153b

Letty
Sayer

BT153c

(Letty)
Actor

sitting down.
Material

BT154a

Pass
Material

it
Goal

BT154b

and

BT154c

Mother
Sayer

BT155a

Letty.
Sayer
fixed
Material

her dull eyes
Goal

finish
Material

on Grace and Letty.
Cir:loc: spatial

your dinner,”
Goal

said.
Verbal

asked,
Verbal

I
Actor

up
Cir:loc: spatial

will put
Material

it
Goal

on the saucepan,”
Cir:loc: spatial

said.
Verbal

“We
Actor

will put
Material

Tom’s
Goal

BT155b

Grace
Sayer

said
Verbal

BT156a

“Tom
Goal

might get bitten
Material

BT156b

if

BT156c

said
Verbal

Letty.
Sayer

BT157

Rosie
Actor

lifted
Material

BT158a

“Yes,

a big black snake
Actor

BT158b

she
Sayer

said.
Verbal

BT159

Mother
Actor

BT160

She

he
Behaver

saw

importantly.
Cir: Manner
by a snake
Actor

‘s hiding
Behavioural

reached
Material

in the pig bucket,”
Cir:loc: spatial

her face
Goal

in the corn,”
Cir:loc: spatial

from Father’s chest.
Cir:loc: spatial

might bite
Material

bad Tom,”
Goal

for Fred’s dinner.
Cir:loc: spatial

Father

in a sideways glance.
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Senser

Mental

Phenomenon

BT161a

He
Actor

BT161b

and

BT162a

His swallow
Actor

BT162b

(throat)
Carrier

running
Relational:attr

BT162c

(throat)
Actor

turning
Material

BT163a

His jaws
Actor

BT163b

and

BT164

He
Actor

BT165

Mother
Senser

had
Mental

BT166

She
Actor

blinked
Material

BT167

One corner of her mouth
Behaver

Cir: manner

stretched
Material
^he
Actor

snapped ... back
Material
moved
Material

snapped
Material

at the sound of Tom’s name.
Cir: Cause

his red throat
Goal
down
Cir:loc spat
brown
Goal

inside his flannel
Cir:loc spat
at the chest
Cir:loc spat

shut
Cir: Manner

his hard brown eyes
Actor
made
Material

his head
Range

darted
Material

a hissing noise
Scope:process

at Tom’s place.
Cir:loc: spatial
under his tongue.
Cir:loc: spatial

a vision of Tom [[flying through the green corn.]]
Phenomenon
the dullness
Goal
twitched.
Behavioural
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from her eyes.
Cir:loc spat

APPENDIX C - INTERVIEW WITH CHRIS MASTERS
1 Much of Olga’s fiction is set during the Depression which was a terrible time for poor people.
Did she ever talk to you about her childhood experience and how her generation survived such
hard times?
Yes she did. I think the Depression had a significant influence on our family even though none of her
children really lived through it. But the impact of the Depression was so great on those who
experienced it, that it shaped the way they lived their lives forever more, and of course had an impact
on their children. An obvious example would be sitting down to dinner. We were of a generation that
had to finish everything on their plates, because our parents might not have had enough to eat. Mum
used to speak about that, and the most telling story she ever conveyed to me was of being a child
herself during the Depression years. Her own mother, who seemed like a wonderful person to me,
was standing back from the table, as the children, you know, hungrily devoured their meal, asking
their mother “where was her meal” and she would say “I have eaten already”. The children didn’t
realise until they grew up that it wasn’t true. She didn’t have enough food to feed herself, so she
would give it to them. That’s a common story. It wasn’t only true in our family but common right
throughout that period, and it reflects what a great generation they were. They made a lot of sacrifice
for the sake of better future for their kids. This is something that we experienced but it wasn’t only
things like material possessions that grew as a result of living through a time when you had very little,
you value much more what you had, but also, they didn’t want to be in a situation where that
happened again. And they knew that a way to insulate yourself against poverty was through education
so they put a lot of effort into educating their own children. This again was something that happened
across the generation but in our family this was particularly true. You know, they went from a
circumstance where Dad had a formal tertiary education, very rare in his family. They were both one
of eight children. Dad was the oldest of eight. Mum was the second oldest of eight but the oldest girl,
and Mum of course did not go beyond year ten or year nine I think. She would have been to the
school that was as far as it went in those days but all their children were given substantial educations
and of course one of the objectives was permanent secure employment. So I think a lot of attitudes
grew from that time and it was a very important time for her because you can see that most of her
literature is actually set in that period as well.
2 With a large household to run, and working as a journalist, did Olga ever seem impatient with
her role as mother and housewife like some of the characters in her stories such as “The Dog
that Squeaked’, ‘The Christmas Parcel’ or ‘The Rages of Mrs Torrens’? Did she ever express
frustration about the pressures of poverty and hardship?
I don’t think so, not as a mother. I think she loved being a mother, and I think in a sense, she saw
mothering as a creative endeavour. That’s interesting when you consider the politics of Olga. I think
she was a feminist who believed in being a mother and she was a feminist who loved her sons. On
one hand, I’d say she wasn’t a man hater and I know that doesn’t define a feminist anyway. But on
the other hand, there’s no doubt in the world that the women are the strong characters in her literature
and the men are often weak characters. I think that probably that does grow from her own foundation
period. Her mother, from what I know of Dorcas, was a wonderful giving person and a person who
suffered a lot because women had such little power in those times. But at the same time the women
were the ones who probably managed the home front in a time when the men were emasculated, when
the men lost their traditional role of being the breadwinner and the head of the household. I think in
Mum’s own family that was true. And I think Dorcas was the one who managed to put the food on the
table and I think Leo, Mum’s father, was a lesser character. He might have been a very smart man but
he was a vain man. I think he was disloyal and I think he was selfish. I think my mother probably
loved him in the way that children love their parents. I knew Leo a little bit. I didn’t really know
Dorcas. She died when I was young. I can remember Mum going into the plane to go down, and I
remember Mum in tears. I’ve written this myself about how important Dorcas was even to Mum’s
career because it was Dorcas who somehow found the money to put Mum on a bus and send her to
Sydney which would have been a very difficult thing to do. She recognised in Mum this vibrant spirit
and creativity and intelligence that was going to be stifled in a place like Cobargo. And Dorcas,
probably because of the crushing experience of the burden of the depression, having an unfaithful
husband while having eight children to deal with, died early. She died young. She died in 1961 and
Leo lived on until 1973. And I remember him but he was blind by then and that was another thing I
probably should say in his favour that he found it very difficult to get work in the Depression because
he had a detached retina, poor eyesight. Because of that legacy he was an underachiever. You know,
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he had brothers who were very successful and Leo probably had in him to be a lot more successful
himself but I suspect because of his health condition that never came to be.
3 Nearly all Olga’s principal characters are women or ‘home girls’ as she called them. She
describes their battles against patriarchal conventions, gender discrimination and the social
injustice they experienced. Is she a feminist – a feminist writer?
Yes, Mum became a bit of a feminist icon, I think. On one hand they admired the fact that she wrote
so compellingly about power and inequality in gender relationships. On the other hand there was
probably some interest in the fact that she was a prolific mother- she had 7 children of her own. She
would famously say “my children are my finest books” – and, so Mum really did both things, she
managed to bring up a family and then have a very successful career. While it’s true that the writing
career really happened after her children had left home, substantially, you’ve got to admire the fact
that she has all that ability but she patiently parks it, gives priority to her family responsibilities and
then gives as much time as she can to herself to become a writer. She succeeded very quickly and
very well and, somewhat to my shame, I admit that I didn’t really expect that, because I think there’s
a wisdom in Mum’s books that a kid doesn’t notice. But it’s not to say that she did not also manage
another writing career when she was a mother. All of my life, that I can remember, Mum was a part
time writer, a journalist, a humble journalist, you know, working in country towns and out of suburbs
so she managed both responsibilities quite well. I think her career as a journalist is also notable for a
couple of reasons. I’ll say this for a couple of reasons, personally because she had such a big
influence on me. I’m also a journalist. And I can say without reservation that the biggest influence on
my profession has been my own mother, not that I realised it as much at the time. Some of the best
advice she gave me in journalism, advice that I abided by, and now pass on to others, actually came
from her. The other thing is, even though she worked way out of the mainstream, she obviously
worked very well because her stories are remembered. People will stop me in the streets, regularly,
and tell me about a story that my mother wrote thirty or forty years ago in a suburban newspaper. So
that says something, I think. Most what we do in the news industry is ephemera. We add very little
value to the reporting of news. But from quite a comparatively powerless position, my mother made
striking observations of the moment that have endured into history. I think probably the best lesson I
ever learned in journalism was that: “you don’t have to go to places where there are wars and
revolutions to find materials that are of interest to people”. She would say the best story is in the
human heart. It is something that I saw my mum practice all the time, you know. She did not have to
get on a plane and fly off to Afghanistan like I do. She could get stories by walking around the corner
and talking to somebody.
4 She expresses great sympathy for the plight of women in her fiction. Did she involve herself at
all in women’s issues in the community?
I think she did it in a quiet way. I don’t think Mum was an overt politician, but in a way I think she
was an activist. She could get very angry about inequality but she quite sensibly understood that the
best way of getting the message across was through her work. She wasn’t the sort of person who
would stand for council but she didn’t need to and I think she probably was a lot more influential than
your average politician.
5. Do you remember how her books were received by women, especially ‘home girls’, when they
first came out? Do you think her books appeal mainly to ‘home girls’ or to professional women?
I think both. She probably writes more for an educated community but still and all her work is
accessible to everyone. I think that she became of interest to the literary community but, you know,
her books have been read and translated into foreign languages, so they are quite accessible. I think
they’re more accessible to people who are probably interested in literature.
6 How did she respond to the many reviews, both negative and positive, of her books when they
first appeared? Did she read the reviews, or make an effort to see them all, or did she have no
interest in them?
I think the criticism was mostly positive. She would have been sensitive as we all are to negative
comments but she was very well received. I suppose, again to my shame, I would say that I probably
worried a bit about whether there would be any kind of negative reaction or even indifference to her
work. Because Mum was not vain at all but she would not have taken criticism well, more to the
point. She probably wouldn’t have taken indifference well. But fortunately she was talented enough
for that not to matter.
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7 Olga portrays many children in her fiction showing how, though they are naive, they
understand a great deal of what is going on. Did Olga encourage you as children to speak your
minds and did she encourage you to express your ideas and your ambitions?
I don’t agree with you about children being naïve. I think children are innocent. They can’t be naïve
because they cannot suppress what they do not know. I think that we were very privileged as children
to grow up in such a liberal household. I think the lessons we absorbed weren’t hammered home but
they were taken in through the pores of our skin. I think, I didn’t know it at the time, but it was a very
progressive family. Mum loathed racism, she loathed gender inequality. She was way ahead of her
time in that regard. So I counted it as a privilege that I grew up with an understanding of equality. I
actually actively believe in equal relationships, particularly with partners. And I don’t believe that’s
actually common with my generation. I’m not saying that I’m a particularly liberated male but for all
that I think that lesson of understanding of equality has been important in my own relationship with
my wife and my daughters. I think that very much came from Mum. I can remember how progressive
Mum and Dad were in terms of race relations. Indigenous Australia has changed phenomenally, in the
space of a generation. It was in my time that our Indigenous population almost faced a policy of kind
of enforced genocide, you know. They were trying to breed them out of existence. My parents had a
lot of empathy for Indigenous community. My older brother has friends in the indigenous community
where Dad was a school teacher. This was unusual and then when a refugee doctor came to town at
Urburnville, and the local community shunned the doctor and did not want to be treated by the doctor.
And the matron in the hospital tried to turn the community against the Hungarian doctor who had
escaped Europe post war. My parents actively stood up for him. My parents had a little bit of
influence in town. They would conspicuously invite him around for dinner. So I think some important
values were communicated somehow.
8 What was the primary motivation for her to write?
What’s the primary motivation for her to write? I think it’s because if you have talent, you feel a
responsibility to express it. I can see that Mum was boiling with talent. It was probably overdue, that
moment when she sat down and started writing with a view to being published. That probably
happened about ten years after it should have happened. And I think all of us are enormously
frustrated if we don’t have an opportunity to liberate our talent I think that’s the main reason. I don’t
think she has any kind of a real political motive. I’m sure she was angry about the way women were
treated and she knew she had a great message there. And I think that the early years of feminism were
characterized by a kind of political violence that Mum didn’t share in but I think that feminism
trended, as the revolutions do, towards more gentle persuasion. I think in that respect, Mum was a
little bit ahead of her time.
9 What support did she get from your father?
Yes, he did, I suppose. I mentioned that before. He was proud of Mum, and he used to diligently go
through the pages. Dad was educated you know. In terms of basic grammar and the sort of stuff, he
was probably helpful to Mum though I don’t think her work was weak in that respect. She was a great
reader. She was a more erudite reader than I am or most of my brothers and sisters would be. She
liked great literature. But there were something else that was important about their relationship and it
goes back to what I said before, about being equal.
I think that Mum very much respected what Dad did, and my Dad, in some respects, was the one on
the family who made a greater sacrifice. Because I don’t think he really wanted to be a teacher and I
think he endured the role of a breadwinner. He did what he had to do what he did for the sake of
keeping the family together and moving forwards. Then there came that great moment when he was
liberated from a day job, a regular job.
10 Did your Dad put any control/influence of Mum’s writing?
No, I doubt it. Dad might have said occasionally that he didn’t agree with something but no. That
would be something where he would not get in the way.
11 It is said that she had a late start of writing due to family responsibility. Is this true?
I don’t think she probably felt that she could sit down and take on a marathon project when she still
had mothering and work responsibilities. When we were in Lismore and I was in primary school,
Mum only worked part-time at the local newspaper so she maybe did 2 or 3 days per week, then she
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came home and made dinner. I can remember Mum coming home and I came to visit her at the
Northern Star office. Work wasn’t full time. When she came to Sydney, she did more work in
journalism but by that time we were all basically grown up enough. I suppose my youngest sister and
youngest brother were in primary school at the time - that was Dad’s primary school. We lived right
next door to the school, and then the rest of us were either in high school or in the workforce so her
mothering responsibilities weren’t as great. She had more time to put into journalism but she still
didn’t have enough time or spare time to do anything else. And that was pretty true right up to the
time they lived in Manly and Dad was teaching nearby and Mum was at the Manly Daily and there
was only my youngest brother at home at that stage. And it’s not really until Michael leaves, the
youngest, that she started to write and that’s when Dad retired. They were never wealthy. They were
comfortable but that was probably the time when she actually could afford to stop working and start
writing full time.
She would have been a good and confident writer if she had started earlier, but I just think there were
too much else to do. She was a very hard worker. Even when she was writing full time, she’d start at
4 o’clock in the morning and then she got up and she made breakfast. If there were 6 people in the
house, she made six different breakfasts. She actually liked that, and I think the cooking and the
writing were complementary in a way, it was almost like therapy. She needed another creative
endeavour because often, like the rages of Mrs Torrens - you know that story, when you’re at the
typewriter you need to get up and get away, and take a breath. That’s where you get your good ideas
and I suspect she got many a good idea in the kitchen, sort of, baking a cake. She would shake off the
flour, and wash her hands, and race back to the typewriter. Or write something down, or scribble
these notes. Sometimes it would say “Buy pork chops’ or sometimes it would say “Change Chapter
6”.
12 When she started a new book, did she ever discuss any of the details such as topic, style or
setting with you?
No she didn’t. She talked to my father. But those books were inside her and she just had to find the
time to bring them out. She used to get up early in the morning and she started writing. We didn’t take
a huge amount of notice of it as a matter of fact. We were probably just selfish, and more interested in
the roast lamb that she was preparing for dinner.
My father used to edit her books with her, and proofread them etc. so he probably acted as a kind of a
sounding board. But we didn’t really know about the stories until they were written. And then of
course we were reading into them to try to pick up on allusions, and familiar characteristics. Who was
this character based on? etc. I think very few of mum’s characters are determinantly or literally based
on a person or an incident. It’s her imagination that colours everything. I remember her telling me
once that one of the characters in one of the books she had based on me, but not literally, rather there
were aspects of my personality that she put into that character.
She would say that she never knew how her books were going to end up, and if she didn’t know then
the reader didn’t know. That’s one thing you’d say about mum: not only was she an enthusiastic story
teller but she was an eager student of life and a very, very talented observer.
13 Did she ever express an interest in taking any job other than writing?
Other than writing? You’d have to ask her sisters that. I don’t think she minded just being a mother,
she was proud to be a mother and she was a terrific wife to my father. And she was very, very
supportive of him. I think she used to do little things, you know, sometimes, to help him. She might
have done sewing classes or… I think she would do things like that. I think she would be an organizer
at a local level, with the local women in town.
That was a different form of employment in a way, because there’s not a lot of money in writing
books in Australia and we don’t have a very big market here. So, it’s a heavily subsidized industry
and certainly once she became a well-known writer there were tours, and various writers in residence
schemes that were organized for her.
14 If Olga had lived longer do you think she would have changed her style or chosen different
themes, or would she have continued to focus on domestic life and the role of women in it?
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She wrote a couple of stories. I’m not sure if they’ve ever been found. I know people have looked for
them. I think there’s been a book written about Mum called Reporting Home which is a book about
her journalism.
There were more books in her. She would have changed her style? I think so. I’m only guessing
here… she wrote five books that were published, and she had another one that she was working on
and she was graduating, you can see that. She concentrated on short stories but she did start to write
novels. The second book was a novel and a lot of people say that her last novel, Amy’s Children, was
the best. I think she was getting better and she was a sort of person who would challenge herself too
and she had plenty of energy to do it.
15 Would her work be more polished?
I think they would have matured but they would have matured in the same direction.
16 Would she choose different themes/ topics?
I would only be guessing, you know. I wouldn’t be surprised if she would set herself a challenge to do
something that was taken out of the kitchen into a suburban newsroom. My suspicion is that she
would have been more inclined to write about what she knew and lots of her books are drawn from
her own experiences, but set in a rural environment. She had more to draw from.
17 Does the fact that you and several of your siblings have made careers in journalism a result
of your mother’s influence and her strong devotion to a writing career?
I think so. Sometimes, laughingly, we put this down to lack of imagination that we did what we were
ordained to do. Not that ever mum tried to encourage us to go into media, or dad for that matter, I
think my dad probably wouldn’t have minded it if I’d been teacher. We just gravitated towards
journalism because it was the one good thing. English was a good subject. I was good at English at
school; I think all my siblings were good at English so it just seemed natural. In a way it was right
that we followed the muse. I think I would have been a bad doctor or engineer, or probably a bad
plumber.
I think that what we inherited from mum was a love of story-telling. I think that makes a big
difference, irrespective of how much education you have in this field, if you’ve got a passion for it, it
makes a big difference. So if you can start by saying “I want to tell you a story” if you’re enthusiastic,
naturally enthusiastic, about story-telling, it makes a massive difference. And I’m sure that came from
mum.
We think that we were lucky in that we inherited that passion from mum, but also a kind of
organizational platform from dad. It’s fine to have passion and energy, but it needs to be controlled
and managed, so I think dad was also important. There was never a circumstance at the age of 7 or 8
or 9 you consciously said to yourself I want to be a writer, I want to be a journalist. I think I can
remember some things. It might even be false memory, but I can remember my parents watching the
Four Corners program when it first came to air. They were pretty serious people, and they consumed
pretty serious news. Mum worked at a newspaper, dad was a teacher, and I can remember them being
impressed with the Four Corners program. I suppose subconsciously I might have thought “I’d love to
work on a program like that” and so there might have been an invisible hand guiding me in that
direction.
My brother Roy did actually become a teacher but he ended up going into the media via sports. So
that was also in our background. My family had a bit of a sporting pedigree, particularly on my dad’s
side, and also interest in teaching. All of us exhibited that to me degrees too, because I do a bit of
teaching and most of my siblings do a bit of teaching.
And then it’s less organic, and probably more pragmatic, you know, like Roy went into teaching but
the second oldest, Ian, went into media. He went to Sydney University and then started working in the
film industry. I think that when you leave school in those days you looked for opportunities and you
got them through your family, because they endorsed for you. I think that Quentin, the third oldest, he
went into the same field. After Quentin, there was me. I also went into the media and it was probably
because it was one of the few things I could do.
I think that the passion which was stirred from my mum. I think that if any of my brothers or sisters,
if you asked them to tell you a story, they would do it with enthusiasm.
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18 Does Olga’s success place any pressure on you as a journalist?
No, No. I think I recognised a while ago that I wasn’t as a good writer as Mum. That’s not something
that upsets me at all, you know. I’m proud that, I am lucky. I don’t know if I would have had that
observation at the beginning when she first started writing. But I have it now that I’m a mature person
myself, ’cause I’ve probably grown about as far as I’m going to grow. I can see a kind of wisdom in
Mum’s books which I don’t think is evident in my own work. It’s not a competition. In a sense
Mum’s success is my success.
Thank you.

Pearl Beach, NSW, 6 May 2014
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